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Earth to Kapil Sibal: 
Sonia Gandhi 
is not God

Our leaders are indeed sacred cows, at least in their still-feudal 
minds. To speak against any — be it Bal Thackeray or Sonia 

Gandhi — is to invite the 
equivalent of an online fatwa.

Lakshmi Chaudhry 
Dec 6, 2011



“I urge you to write KAPIL SIBAL IS AN 
IDIOT as your Facebook status mes-
sage, use the hashtag #IdiotKapilSibal 

on Twitter,” asks a new campaign launched by 
the left-leaning site Kafila.org. The communica-
tion minister’s reported effort to crack down on 
offensive internet content evoked widespread 
abuse online, ranging from angry Facebook up-
dates to Twitter-fueled invective.

While much of this is amusing – and hearten-
ing – it begs the bigger question: why is there 
such poor protection for political speech in our 
country? The answer lies elsewhere, not in the 
personalities of those involved in this latest im-
broglio. Kapil Sibal may be an idiot — or not — 
but more importantly, he represents the feudal 
mentality of the broader political class, which 
is in turn enabled by the multinational compa-
nies — all in the guise of protecting our cultural 
sensibilities.

Sibal’s latest offensive — to force Facebook, 
Google et al to prescreen content — is merely 
an escalation of an already aggressive policy 
against the “defamation” of political leaders. In 
2008, two young men were arrested for posting 
derogatory content on Orkut about Sonia Gan-
dhi. (Google obediently turned their ISP address 
over, and the local authorities did the rest) Shiv 
Sena supporters in the past have trashed cyber 
cafes in protest of Orkut pages denigrating Bal 
Thackeray and Shivaji. Again, the anti-Shiv 
Sena groups were shut down. More recently, 
Digvijaya Singh filed an FIR against certain sites 
for taking “highly offensive” potshots at him.

And these are just 
the most pub- lic 
instances of the on- going 
under-the-radar censor-
ship of online speech. 
The companies’ unofficial 
response to the latest 
demand for 
prescreen-
ing, in fact, 
encourages 
such post-
publication 
bullying: “We 
have told the govern-
ment that we will cooperate 

with the government in penalising those found 
guilty of uploading objectionable content … we 
have urged them to prosecute such elements 
under relevant Acts by filing cases against 
them.”

India may only be number five in requests for 
removal of content — 68 between January and 
June this year — but it also has a far looser defi-
nition of ‘offensive.’ As a Firstpost article notes, 
anything that can be censored if it is deemed a 
threat to national “unity” or “integrity,” “public 
order,” “grossly offensive or menacing in na-
ture,” “disparaging,” or “otherwise unlawful in 
any manner whatever.”

The excuse for this free-floating authoritarian-
ism is always the same: We Indians are just 
sooo sensitive.

The “communal sentiment” bogeyman is repeat-
edly evoked by various government officials, 
including the likes of Gulshan Rai who told the 
Wall Street Journal: “If you are doing business 
here, you should follow the local law, the senti-
ments of the people, the culture of the country, 
… If somebody starts abusing Lord Rama on a 
Web site, that could start riots.”

The same figleaf was also offered up by an un-
named “top official” this time around: “What do 
you think about these derogatory pictures of the 
Prophet Mohammed, the (Indian) prime min-
ister and the Congress president? Anybody will 
feel outraged. The government of India does not 
believe in censorship. But sensitivity and feel-

ings of different communities cannot 
be allowed to be hurt.”

What is striking about the state-
ment is the way it easily clubs 
together a holy icon with two 

entirely mortal politicians. Our 
leaders are indeed sacred 

cows, at least in their minds. 
The Prophet, Lord 

Rama, Shivaji, 
Bal Thackeray, 
Sonia Gandhi…
a pantheon of 

gods installed 
on a lofty 
pedestal     



beyond reproach. To speak against any is to 
invite the equivalent of an online fatwa.

Two decades of liberalisation may have de-
livered the trappings of modernity — malls, 
wifi, IT companies and SEZs — but has left 
untouched the socialist/feudal mindset where 
speaking against the powerful is viewed as blas-
phemy. In the minds of our leaders and their 
supporters, the average citizen remains a lowly 
nobody who needs to always remember his 
“place.” Hence, when Harvinder Singh slapped 
Sharad Pawar in a publicity-seeking stunt, they 
were shocked not just by the act but also the 
widespread celebration it evoked.

When Sibal points Facebook officials to the 
computer screen, declaring, “This is unaccept-
able,” he is referring not just to the anti-Sonia 
page but the sheer presumption it symbolises. 
And yes, this isn’t just about censorship but feu-
dal entitlement, the entrenched privilege of the 
political class to remain unsullied by the grubby 
words of the teeming masses.

The problem for our politicians is that the 
market didn’t just change our lifestyles but also 
our mindset. The new Indian middle class is no 
longer willing to content to quietly air its dis-
content in the discreet privacy of the home. This 
new confidence accentuated by the anonymity 
of the internet has uncorked decades of seething 
rage which now finds vituperative expression 
online.

Now is much of this content tasteless? Yes. 
Even outright offensive in a number of cases, 
perhaps. But that is the price of being a public 
figure in a modern democracy. Just google the 
terms Obama and n****r.

Free speech isn’t pretty. If it were, it wouldn’t be 
truly free.

Responding to an attempt to ban demeaning 
comments on death memorial sites — which 
is surely the very definition of obscene — free 
speech advocate Ken Paulson writes, “The truth 
is that the free flow of online opinions — even 
the deeply offensive and emotionally jarring — 
is a vibrant sign of a democracy at work.” More 
so when the comments are aimed not at some 
poor dead soul but at alive-and-well politicians.

There is no doubt that the “community stand-
ards” for offensive speech in India are likely to 
be stricter than those of the United States. But 
cultural difference has become a pretext for 
American companies to accede to political de-
mands for censorship. The Wall Street Journal 
reported last year:

    Google has learned to be wary of material 
that could ignite unrest, from incendiary com-
ments about politicians such as Congress Party 
President Sonia Gandhi to user groups bashing 
revered historical or religious figures.

    “In those gray areas it is really hard,” says 
Nicole Wong, Google’s deputy general counsel, 
who oversees the legal aspects of new Google 
product launches. “On the one hand, we believe 
very strongly in political speech and, on the 
other hand, in India they do riot and they blow 
up buses.”

But who are ‘they’? These people who trash 
cafes to protest anti-Shiv Sena web groups. Who 
demand the arrest of RSS leader KS Sudarshan 
for calling Sonia a “CIA agent”. Who are far 
too immature, irresponsible and highstrung to 
handle a truly free internet, or for that matter, 
democracy.

Who, oh who could they possibly be?



The great digital 
wall of India? 



T he Indian government is asking internet 
companies to “prescreen” user generated 
content to “remove disparaging, inflam-

matory or defamatory content before it goes 
online” says the New York Times.

Officials from the Indian offices of Google, Mi-
crosoft, Yahoo and Facebook met Kapil Sibal, 
acting telecommunications minister, on Mon-
day according to an unnamed executives. Sibal’s 
office confirmed a meeting but wouldn’t say 
what it was about.

This isn’t Sibal’s 
first meeting 
with internet 
companies:

At [a] meeting [six 
weeks ago], Mr. 
Sibal showed at-
tendees a Facebook page that maligned the 
Congress Party’s president, Sonia Gandhi. 
“This is unacceptable,” he told attendees, the 
executive said, and he asked them to find a way 
to monitor what is posted on their sites.

In the second meeting with the same executives 
in late November, Mr. Sibal told them that he 
expected them to use human beings to screen 
content, not technology, the executive said.

Sibal’s demands that companies have staff 
proactively looking for and then deleting “ob-

jectionable content” before it is published are 
unworkable. The sheer volume of user content 
posted to social media sites is simply enormous. 
YouTube sees 48 hours’ worth of video upload-
ed every minute, or to put it another way, eight 
years of content is uploaded every day. Face-
book has 800 mn active users worldwide and 
25 mn users in India. Google has over 100 mn 
users in India. There’s simply no way that they 
can watch every minute of video, read every 
blog post or webpage, listen to every audio file 
or look at every photograph.

But worse than 
asking the im-
possible, Sibal’s 
demand is essen-
tially censorship. 

Many countries pro-
vide internet service 
providers with ‘safe 

habour’ which essentially means that they are 
not responsible for content that violates the law 
until it is reported to them. India, however, has 
been eroding safe habour and a revision of the 
regulations on intermediaries’ obligations ear-
lier this year was criticised for lacking openness 
and having a very short consultation period. 
Says the Electronic Frontier Foundation:

The rules came into force quietly in April. Their 
overbroad scope poses the greatest problem. 
They require intermediaries to adopt terms of 
service that prohibit users from hosting, dis-

India does a China, 
seeks censorship of 

social media 
sites

Suw Charman-Anderson
Dec 5, 2011 

Demands from the government that companies such as Google 
and Facebook prescreen all user generated content and delete 

“objectionable content” are unworkable and unwise. 



playing, publishing, sending or sharing any 
proscribed content, including not just obscene 
or infringing content, but also any material 
that threatens national “unity” or “integrity,” 
“public order,” or is that “grossly offensive or 
menacing in nature,” “disparaging,” or “other-
wise unlawful in any manner whatever.” Such 
a broad standard lacks clear limits on what 
kinds of content may be taken down and in-
vites abuse.

It’s one thing to ask sites to remove content 
which contravenes a law, though there must be 
due legal process and that due process must be 
followed. But it is dangerous to use such vague 
and easy language as “grossly offensive” or “dis-
paraging” and then to rely on government of-
ficials and private citizens to define those terms 
rather than the courts of law. There would be 
none of the checks and balances, scrutiny and 
oversight that should be in place when the 
public’s right to free speech is being challenged. 
Only that which is clearly unlawful, rather than 
simply unpleasant, should be taken down.

In a post examining the New York Times article, 
MediaNama said:

There is a dangerous trend that has emerged 
over the last year and a half, of the Indian gov-
ernment trying to monitor, identify and block 
digital (online and mobile) communications, 
and increasingly there is paranoia over their 
lack of control over the digital space. 

Sibal is asking internet companies to censor 
their own users because they could do it much 
more effectively than the government could. 

     Watch Video

But it’s a request which simply can’t end well. If 
international companies find themselves unable 
to function in the Indian online market, they 
will simply withdraw. If Indian companies find 
themselves hamstrung by onerous laws, they 
will fold. And anyone considering the kind of 
start-up that would be affected by these regula-
tions will look for something else to do. Thus 
the government chills online speech, trade and 
innovation in one fell swoop.

It’s sadly true that governments around the 
world are taking a brickbat to the internet, us-
ing overly broad language to describe techni-
cally unworkable solutions to problems which 
are of society, not technology. There are existing 
laws about obscenity, hate speech, and harass-
ment, and these are the laws which should be 
used when people transgress, regardless of the 
medium in which they do so.

Governments around the world also needs to re-
member that the concept of free speech doesn’t 
only apply to those with whom they agree. As 
Evelyn Beatrice Hall once said in her biography 
of Voltaire, as an illustration of his beliefs:

I disapprove of what you say, but I will defend 
to the death your right to say it.

The Indian government should restrict itself to 
addressing illegal content, not content that it 
merely disapproves of. 

http://av.firstpost.com/2011/12/govt_web_updt-1.mp4


B laming internet firms for inertia when 
dealing with objectionable content avail-
able online despite repeated requests, 

Communications Minister Kapil Sibal today 
said foreign companies operat-
ing in India should follow the 
community standard of the 
country.

Addressing the media over 
the ongoing tussle between 
foreign internet firms like 
Google, Facebook, Twitter, 
YouTube and the gov-
ernment over inap-
propriate content 
going live without 
a gatekeeper, Sibal 
said the online 
companies were 
contacted on 5 
September seeking 
solutions to this 
practice.

“Even after three 
months, the compa-
nies failed to come 
up with a solution and 
literally raised their hands expressing inability 
to do anything about it. They cited that they 
operate under US community standard. But 

the US Supreme Court once ruled that commu-
nity standard differed even within the United 
States,” the minister said.

Expressing fear that the unacceptable content 
may hurt the diverse and large religious com-

munities in India and ignite communal ten-
sions, he said there should be a mechanism 
to remove offensive content from websites.

“The government is neither intending to 
curb freedom of the press nor 

trying to interfere but 
this kind of bad con-
tent should not be a 
part of any platform 

– television, print 
and online,” the 
minister contin-
ued, trying to 

steer the gov-
ernment out 

of a media 
versus 
government 
controversy.

Sibal said the 
companies were 

approached to seek their help in curbing this 
trend and not to regulate them.

Clean up your content 

or we will: 
Sibal warns 

foreign websites
FP Staff 

Dec 6, 2011



“This government does not believe in censor-
ship. Please come up with a solution which you 
think is appropriate and reasonable,” he said. 
“It is time to screen user content in India.”

Rejecting the government effort is a knee-jerk 
reaction against the Anna Hazare movement, 
the minister said, “This has nothing to do with 
Anna Hazare‘s movement. It is subject of appro-
priate conduct on a media platform.”

The minister also reported that the interme-
diaries even hesitated to share data relating to 
terrorists.

Although Sibal did not give any time frame of 
how the government will the tackle the issue, 
he said if the firms do not take any action the 
government will be left with no choice but to act 
on their own.

“Technically the only option available now is 
spam. We will discuss within our ministry and 
see what else can be done,” the minister said. 

     Watch Video

http://av.firstpost.com/2011/12/govt_big_brother.mp4


Can you really gag 
the Internet? 



Censorship is easy 
just get Kapil Sibal 
to say something 

“stupid”



R eally? Someone else suggesting censor-
ing Facebook? In this seemingly endless 
year of relentless news, you could be 

easily forgiven for thinking Kapil Sibal’s com-
ments about Facebook are redundant.

The acting 
telecommunica-
tions minister is 
in fine company. 
This year has 
seen shutdowns 
of the internet 
in various Mid-
dle East, calls 
for restriction of 
social media during civil unrest by British Prime 
Minister David Cameron, and just last week 
Facebook was ordered by judges in the US to 
remove pages for fake products such as imita-
tion Chanel.

Of course, Sibal hasn’t just commented. He’s 
acted. In fact, according to the New York Times 
who broke the story, he has been working for 
months to get content screened in advance.

It's very unlikely that Sibal will succeed in build-
ing the great digital wall of India: Reuters

Technologically speaking, this is, obviously, 
impossible. The net would move so slowly as 
to require a hand crank to get it going if every 
social media comment or blog post had to be 
cleared first. And it clashes directly with India’s 
Minister of State for Information and Com-
munications Technology Sachin Pilot who, in a 
press release before the London Conference on 
Cyberspace  last month, said: “India’s ambitious 
National e-Governance Plan to create a citizen-
centric and business centric environment and to 
connect every Indian to the information high-
way.”

Yes, India is so citizen centric it wants to check 
what citizens think before they speak, and 
so business centric it hauls in multi-national 
mega-firms and orders them to cut off a limb.

Mr Sibal is at least correct in identifying that the 
digital age makes it really easy to offend people. 
It’s not that people are more offensive, though 
the internet and social media has freed us to put 

more of the thoughts in our heads into public 
view, preserved for eternity. But people are 
more easily offended, because that same tech-
nology allows you to react to comments made 
half a world away by faceless “others”.

That’s certainly 
one of the many 
flaws of Mr Sibal’s 
desire for screen-
ing content in 
advance: half of 
the stuff he would 
want to go after 
probably didn’t 
originate in In-

dia. Build a Great Digital Wall of India and you 
might protect sensitive sensibilities, but busi-
ness would grind to a halt.

Control of information is, as I’ve written before, 
the prime motivation of everyone now. Compa-
nies such as Facebook and Google want all your 
information to make money off advertising. 
Governments want all your information be-
cause they’re afraid of what you might be doing 
or thinking. And journalists and activists want 
all information because they believe openness 
makes the world safer.

And the public? They’re too busy to notice. They 
just want to be able to react, as social media was 
created to facilitate.

Twitter has been flooded with reaction to Mr 
Sibal’s comments. I agree that free speech is the 
first and most fundamental of rights. Without it, 
you can’t call for all the other rights humans are 
given, or inherit, depending on your view.

But even if Mr Sibal somehow managed to build 
the Great Digital Wall of India, he still couldn’t 
silence people in their homes, on the streets or 
even in parliament. Because free speech is such 
a fundamental right, particularly in the digital 
age, it is also the easiest topic to get people riled 
up about. Serious topics don’t fit into 140 char-
acters. “Sibal is an idiot” is nice and compact.

Mr Sibal might not be protecting the morals 
of the nation, but he’s certainly managing to 
distract the nation from anything else going on. 
Think of it as an exercise in smoke and mirrors 

Tristan Stewart-Robertson 
Dec 6, 2011

Mr Sibal might not be protecting the morals of the nation, but 
he’s certainly managing to distract the nation from anything else 

going on.



that’s got the nation coughing. If Mr Sibal wants 
to protect Sonia Gandhi from social media, 
he’s succeeded by redirecting everyone’s ire. 
Your free speech isn’t really under threat. No 
US firm, based in the nation where “freedom of 
speech” is defended to the hilt, would ever agree 
to screen content as Mr Sibal suggested.

Your ability to recognise actual news is what’s 
being challenged, to be able to discern what’s 
being said and why, and to challenge those in 
power about what they’re doing. Is anyone in 
parliament actually doing any work? In the 
quick-fire pace of social media, and of news this 
year, we will move on to something else tomor-
row, again distracted from questions bigger 
than 140 characters.

After 11 months of relentless news this year, 
tweeting about censorship is light relief. But it’s 
a distraction from what else is going on – and 
Mr Sibal has achieved that voluntary censorship 
by the public very successfully.



D ear Mr Sibal,

Thank you for alerting us about the ex-
treme dangers of uncontrolled freedom and 
abuse on the Internet and social media.

If it had not been for your “sensitiv-
ity” and alertness to such objection-
able content, the whole of India 
would not have been googling for 
these objectionable pictures.

I was blissfully unaware 
of the kind of putrid 
stuff people have 
been pasting, 
morphing and 
texting on 
Facebook 
and Twitter 
till you told 
me about it. 
Now I know 
all about it 
– and so do 
millions of 
people in the 
world.

No one was 
aware he or she 
needed to be 
offended about 
something they 
didn’t know about. Now, you have told them 
what to expect and effectively requested them to 
get offended.

In your press interaction on Tuesday, you asked 

journos whether they thought the pictures 
you showed them were really kosher or not. 
You didn’t get the reply you wanted (we heard 

someone muttering about freedom, 
etc), but here’s my poser: why are 

you busy alerting all and sundry 
about pictures or text you don’t 

want anybody to see?

Why are you trying to edu-
cate your party colleagues 
on these issues — thus 
making a dead issue go vi-
ral, prompting one former 
cabinet colleague to 

tweet about it? Shashi 
Tharoor said it was 

“Pretty vile stuff”. 
Why are you 
showing people 
“vile” stuff?

Tharoor has 
tweeted about 
“communally 
inflammatory 
images and lan-
guages” which 
you apparently 
“described” 
to him. Why 
are you giving 
descriptions on 
communally-

sensitive pictures to people you meet or talk to?

If I wanted my kids to not watch porn on the 
net, I would install a net nanny quietly and not 
actually show them the pictures and say don’t 

Mr Sibal, 
why are you showing people 

“dirty pictures?”
R Jagannathan 

Dec 6, 2011

Till two days ago, only the people posting the stuff knew about it. 
Now everybody does. Thanks to you.



look at these pictures. Even better, I would tell 
them watching porn isn’t criminal, but don’t go 
overboard thinking all this is for real.

Coming back to you point, let me be clear. I am 
not in favour of anyone posting any vile stuff 
anywhere – but, surely, Mr Sibal, you know that 
the Internet is no man’s land? It is simply im-
possible to censor and police and subjugate. The 
only way to deal with the issue of defamation is 
to take people to court when something really 
“vile” is said or pasted — which will teach them 
a salutary lesson.

I understand the potential of the Internet to 
inflame communal and religious passions, but, 
who knows, it may also be getting people to let 
off steam in cyberspace and preventing them 
from descending on the streets.

The real problem is that free speech will offend 
or hurt many people, but it is the only thing that 
finally keeps ordinary humans from crossing the 
line from anger to violence.

Take the case of the DNA article in which Sub-
ramanian Swamy said some objectionable 
things about Islam a couple of months ago. He 
is being sued in courts for the same. If what he 
said was really defamatory, he will pay for it 
legally. But there are people who feel he said the 
truth, and Facebook and Twitter have people 
elevating him to hero status. Should we ban all 
this?

The people offended by it have done the right 
thing by not making the fuss you did.

You are, of course, a poliltician. Maybe, you saw 
some possibility of political gain by pointing out 
that Sonia Gandhi and other party leaders are 
being maligned.

But let me tell you, Sonia is unlikely to be 
amused. Till two days ago, only the people 
posting the stuff knew about it. Now everybody 
does. Thanks to you.

You are also unlikely to emerge with a halo after 
all this, especially after you muttered darkly 
about rules and guidelines that sounded suspi-
ciously like censorship to everyone. My condo-
lences in advance.

Yours, unoffensively…



FB’s response to 
Sibal decoded: 

Get a court order first

Suw Charman-Anderson 
Dec 6, 2011

Kapil Sibal’s failure to understand technology will lead him to 
an impasse with web companies who not only can’t prescreen, 

but won’t. 



C ommunications minister Kapil Sibal is 
flogging a dead horse with his demands 
that social media sites prescreen user 

generated content before it is posted live. His 
frustration at the response from Microsoft, Ya-
hoo!, Facebook and Google in yesterday’s meet-
ing was almost palpable in the interview he gave 
IBNLive.

“They came on the fifth of December and pretty 
much said we can’t do anything.”

At a press conference, he said:

“Even after three months, the companies failed 
to come up with a solution and literally raised 
their hands expressing inability to do anything 
about it. They cited that they operate under 
US community standard. But the US Supreme 
Court once ruled that community standard dif-
fered even within the United States.”

But the internet foursome are stuck between a 
rock and a hard place. Sibal clearly doesn’t un-
derstand how web technology works, because if 
he did, he would know that asking companies to 
completely change how their websites function 
is, by itself, unrealistic.

So what can the internet sites do? Well those 
companies who were at yesterday’s meet-
ing seem to be mostly keeping quiet for 
now. One unnamed representative of an 
unnamed social networking site told The 
Hindu:

“We have told the government that we 
will cooperate with the government in 
penalising those found guilty of upload-

ing objectionable content … we 
have urged them to prosecute such 

elements under relevant Acts 
by filing cases 

against 
them.”

Let’s trans-
late that into 
plain English: 
The social media 
site will take ac-
tion when the Indian 
government has taken 

its case against an individual through the courts 
and prosecuted them under whichever law they 
have broken.

In plain English: We won’t do a thing without a 
court order.

That’s right, that’s how it should be. If the gov-
ernment or the authorities have a problem with 
a particular piece of content, then they need to 
go through the courts in order to require, by 
law, the host to take it down. Of course, they 
could save themselves a lot of money, time and 
effort by simply clicking ‘report abuse’ a few 
times and explaining the problem.

Facebook, however, did make a statement:

We want Facebook to be a place where people 
can discuss things freely, while respecting the 
rights and feelings of others, which is why we 
already have policies and on-site features in 
place that enable people to report abusive con-
tent. We will remove any content that violates 
our terms, which are designed to keep material 
that is hateful, threatening, incites violence or 

contains nudity off the service. We 
recognise the government’s 

interest in minimizing the 
amount of abusive content 
that is available online 
and will continue to en-
gage with the Indian au-
thorities as they debate 
this important issue. 

On the surface, it seems that 
Facebook is almost agreeing 

with Sibal, but read it more 
carefully and you’ll see a simi-

lar theme to the anony-
mous comment above. 

Facebook says that it 
will continue to act 
on material that 
violates its terms, 
but it doesn’t say 
that it’s going to 
go looking for it. In 
fact, they as good 
as say that they’ll 

carry on talking, but 
they’re not going to 



take any actions just yet.

In plain English: We think we’ll just wait and 
see what happens.

Almost all social media sites have post-publica-
tion moderation, i.e. there’s a ‘report abuse’ but-
ton which offended users can click. If enough 
reports come in, a moderator will look at the 
content to see if it does indeed contravene the 
site’s terms and conditions. If it does, it gets 
taken down, and if it doesn’t then, well, it stays 
there and the offended have to learn to deal 
with it.

To move to pre-moderation, or prescreening, 
would require a complete reworking of the 
site’s functionality. Users would upload content 
which would then have to go into a workflow 
system and wait to be seen by a moderator who 
would then be responsible for deciding whether 
or not the content was acceptable. If it was, it 
would be posted but if not, then it would be 
removed.

To switch from post-moderation to pre-mod-
eration is not a simple thing. It’s not a simple 
case of flicking a switch and bingo, you can pre-
screen. I would guess that for all major social 
sites it would require a big rewrite of the code 
that makes the site tick. No company is going to 
embark on such a massive piece of work will-
ingly.

These companies are certainly keeping a weath-
er eye on the media and user reactions and — 
spotting how much opposition there is to Sibal’s 
ill-conceived plans — must be thinking that if 
they wait long enough the whole issue might 
just go away.

I think that it’s highly unlikely that any of these 
companies will move to pre-moderation, and 
not just because doing so would require them 
to rework their sites or because the cost of pre-
moderation would be huge. (It’s hard to imagine 
how many people they would have to hire in 
order to be able to look at every piece of content 
in a timely manner.)

There are bigger things at stake here. Moving 
to pre-moderation at the request of the Indian 
government would only encourage other gov-
ernments to make the same demands. Allowing 
the Indian government to impose its cultural 
standards on its own people, standards that 
they do not appear to entirely share, would be 
a green light to more repressive regimes that 
they too can use private foreign companies to do 
their censorship for them.

Sibal has failed on a number of points: He has 
failed to understand the technology; failed to 
understand the impossibility of pre-screening 
on the scale YouTube or Facebook; and failed to 
understand the that there’s more at stake here 
than the protection of fragile egos. It’s very hard 
to see where he goes from here if he is unwilling 
to accept reality.



The freedom of 
expression debate 



T here’s one lesson that Kapil Sibal 
would do well to learn: it’s folly to 
spit into a head wind. You only 

end up spitting on yourself.

Ever since Sibal went public with his 
fulminations against Internet compa-
nies demanding pre-screening of 
content on their platform that 
in his estimation is objec-
tionable, many more Face-
book pages have sprung up 
mocking and parodying 
his ministerial overreach 
that takes him and the 
country down the slip-
pery slope of Internet 
censorship.

Some of the incen-
diary comments 
therein will likely 
trigger in him the 
same response 
that led him to 
haul Internet 
companies into 
his office and 
badger them on 
the user-gener-
ated content on 
their platforms. 
It will only drag 
him further into 

the downward spiral of frothing-at-the-
mouth grandstanding that started it all 

off.

Sibal hasn’t exactly made a per-
suasive case for controls over user-
generated content with his shifting 
targets: where once his objections 

arose from “offensive content” 
about Congress president 

Sonia Gandhi, he now 
claims that it is in fact 
unbridled “hate speech” 
and communally 
sensitive material on 
the Internet that he 

wants curtailed.

Jammu and 
Kashmir chief 
minister Omar 
Abdullah too 
came out swing-

ing on Sibal’s be-
half, claiming that 

the debate over free 
speech on the Internet 

wasn’t just an arm-chair 
academic exercise for 

him.
“I’ve had to deal with stone-

throwing mobs on the streets 
because of some moron in the 
United States,” Abdullah told 

Kapil Sibal 

and the slippery 
slope to 

a nanny state
Venky Vembu 

Dec 7, 2011



The Hindu. “Each time, people could have got 
killed. For me, this isn’t an airy-fairy ideological 
issue, it’s a real problem.”

But what Sibal and Abdullah miss out is this: 
There is, of course, plenty of material on the 
Internet and on the social media platforms to 
inflame minds that are just waiting for a spark. 
There is also borderline-scurrilous content that 
targets political leaders or satirises them. But 
in the marketplace of ideas that is the Internet, 
they don’t get enormous traction.

It’s a giant leap for Abdullah to claim that the 
stone-throwing kids in Srinagar were in fact 
incited by some outlandish conspiracy theory 
they encountered on the Internet. If anything, 
the word-of-mouth rumour mills that operate 
in community neighbourhoods are far more to 
blame for these eruptions.

If anything, with social media sites like Face-
book, there are adequate provisions even under 
the Terms of Service for anyone who is offended 
to ask for them to be pulled down. If anything, 
the problem with Facebook is that it has made 
it far too easy for easily offended users to have 
other people’s accounts or content removed. In-
dicatively, in 2008, a woman who posted pho-
tographs of herself breastfeeding her baby had 
her account yanked. (Which then gave rise to a 
Facebook group called: “Hey Facebook, Breast-
feeding is Not Obscene.”)

The bigger point from the whole controversy 
that Sibal has kicked up is this: he wants to 
create a nanny state that takes it upon itself to 
protect easily offended Internet users from the 
wild world of the web. And from the pushback 
he has received from the Internet community 
he has incensed, perhaps he will likely learn the 
wisdom of not spitting into the wind.



Anonymity is turning 
online identity into 

a hub of 

low culture

Akshaya Mishra 
Dec 6, 2011

Internet has allowed us great freedom but has it given us a sense 
of responsibility, decorum and decency?



W ith great power must come great 
responsibility.

Internet has allowed unfettered freedom to the 
netizen to let go —  vent his anger, pour out his 
frustration and air his opinion. Operating in the 
boundaryless cyberspace he is not constrained 
by the limitations on free speech set for him in 
the actual world. It’s a liberating experience, 
and an empowering one — anonymity certainly 
has its advantages. But does it come accompa-
nied by a sense of responsibility, decorum and 
decency?

The answer, unfortunately, is not an unqualified 
yes. Over the last few years, a form of low cul-
ture has been creeping into cyberspace identity, 
threatening to turn the Internet, a revolutionary 
innovation in human history, into a platform 
for uncivil, no-holds-barred, and sometimes 
downright vulgar, expressions and exchanges. 
By even the permissive standards of cyberspace, 
the trend is a bit disconcerting. Reputations are 
tarnished, religious symbols are mocked at and 
historical personalities are denigrated with im-
punity. It does not matter whether sentiments 
are hurt.

That brings us to the curious question of free-
dom. Mankind has been fighting for it for ages, 
striving hard to break free of the controls put on 
him by several forces — social, political, reli-
gious and otherwise — seeking of him to abide 
by rules and norms, and basically conform to 
the greater community will. Freedom is an 
individualistic trait which seeks release from 
such systems of control. All great independ-
ence movements — the French Revolution, the 
American War of Independence and the Indian 
struggle for freedom, too — have been about 
this. In the flat world we live in today, the Inter-
net revolution is the greatest of them all from 
the individual’s perspective.

But how much freedom is enough? It’s a prop-
erty which is not quantifiable. But as the recent 
trend proves, the expansion of one’s freedom 
happens at the cost of someone else’s. So some 
Danish cartoonist can hurt the Muslim senti-
ments by drawing disparaging cartoons of 
Prophet Mohammad, some loony in US can 
make sandals with picture of Hindu deities on 
them, a jilted lover can place offending pictures 

of a former girlfriend on the Internet and some-
one can call Chhatrapati Shivaji names.

What is worrisome here is not the culture of 
freedom but the freedom to intrude into private 
spaces, injure sentiments and the spurious in-
tent to hurt others. Most operating in the cyber-
space are respectful about the private space — 
we still have a lot of intelligence, knowledge and 
sensitivity around. Most operators understand 
the responsibility that comes with the power. 
But we also have the growing low culture of vul-
garity, intolerance and crudeness that anonym-
ity brings.

Left uncontrolled, it would turn the Internet 
into a battle zone. Imagine a scenario where 
everybody is attacking everybody, spewing out 
hate language and turning abusive at the slight-
est provocation.

And why should the wider society be so toler-
ant? Freedom is not some kind of a licence to 
operate unhindered. It is a gift that needs to be 
valued. If you don’t value that you don’t deserve 
the freedom. It is important to view Telecom 
Minister Kapil Sibal’s utterances from this per-
spective.

If the objectionable picture he was referring 
to was about Sonia Gandhi the politician and 
about the public space she operates in, then 
there should be no objection to it — there are 
enough shrill attack coming against her from 
political rivals and others and a political person 
she has to take that.The Congress has no busi-
ness to crib about that.

But if it is about her private space and personal 
affairs then there’s reason to be worried. If she 
is the target today, it could be anyone tomor-
row, including you.

Let’s put it bluntly: how many people would like 
their personal lives to be dissected in public? 
How many would find it acceptable if there was 
a malicious slander campaign against them and 
their families? If we don’t make efforts to stop it 
now, it could go out of control.

Finally, it is about the sense of responsibility.

With great power must come great responsibility.



Reactions



C ongress MP Shashi Tharoor has said 
that he is not in favour of censoring 
content on the Internet. Commenting 

on the issue on his Twitter account on Monday, 
Tharoor said, “As a frequent victim of “dis-
paraging, inflammatory or defamatory 
content” on social media, I wish-
2stress I’m not in favour of censor-
ing it”

But he later said that after speak-
ing to Sibal, he was assured that 
Sibal was against political cen-
sorship, but in this instance 
his concern was about “com-
munally inflammatory 
images&language which 
he described.” This 
led him retract his 
reservations on 
the issue, as he 
Tweeted: “Have 
to say I support 
Kapil Sibal on 
the examples 
he gave me: 
deeply offensive 
material about 

religions&communities 
that could incite riots.” 
“…all societies observe 
certain restraints re 
language&images accept-
able in public.”

The tweet came in response to the outrage that 
followed a New York Times report which said 
that Telecom Minister Kapil Sibal had met of-
ficials from the Indian offices of Google, Micro-
soft, Yahoo and Facebook and asked them to 
“prescreen” user generated content to “remove 
disparaging, inflammatory or defamatory 

content before it goes online” 
(Read more)

The level of reaction 
prompted Sibal to call 
a media conference 
and clarify the stand 

of the government on 
Tuesday, where he said 

that the government was 
only opposed to unaccept-

able content may hurt the 
diverse and large religious 

communities in India and ignite 
communal tensions. (Read 

more).

Facebook has already said 
that it will remove content 
that violates its terms fol-
lowing the government 
directive.

Not for censoring 
the Internet, 

but Sibal is right 
on this one: Tharoor

FP Staff 
Dec 6, 2011
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Won’t remove material 
just because 

it’s controversial: 
Google

N ew Delhi: Amid the raging controversy 
over content regulation online, Inter-
net search giant Google India today 

said it complies with the law of the land but will 
not remove any material just because it is con-
troversial.

“We work really hard to make sure that people 
have as much access to information as possible, 
while also following the law. This means that 
when content is illegal, we abide by local law 
and take it down.

“And even where content is legal but breaks or 
violates our own terms and conditions we take 
that down too, once we have been notified about 
it,” a Google spokesperson said.

“But when content is legal and does not violate 
our policies, we will not remove it just because 
it is controversial, as we believe that people’s 
differing views, so long as they are legal, should 
be respected and protected,” the spokesperson 
added.



Telecom Minister Kapil Sibal today asked social 
websites like Google and Facebook to ensure 
that uploading of derogatory material online is 
stopped.

He said the government does not want to inter-
fere but if social networking sites are not willing 
to cooperate, “then it is the duty of the govern-
ment to think of steps that we need”.

The government has met the officials from 
Google, Microsoft, Facebook and Yahoo over 
last few weeks after offensive materials, particu-
larly against Congress leader Sonia Gandhi and 
Prime Minister Manmohan Singh, were put on 
the Internet.

Search engine giant Yahoo! refused to comment 
on the views of the minister, while Microsoft of-
ficials were not available for comments.

Social networking site Facebook, which has 
more than 25 million users in the country, has 
said it will remove any content that is hateful, 
threatening and incites “violence” or contains 
nudity off the service.

“We will remove any content that violates our 
terms, which are designed to keep material that 
is hateful, threatening, incites violence or con-
tains nudity off the service.
“We recognise the government’s interest in 
minimising the amount of abusive content that 
is available online and will continue to engage 
with the Indian authorities as they debate this 
important issue,” Facebook said in a statement.

The statement added: “We want Facebook to be 
a place where people can discuss things freely, 
while respecting the rights and feelings of oth-
ers, which is why we have already have policies 
and on-site features in place that enable people 
to report abusive content.”

Sibal has said that the content posted on some 
of the sites was so offensive that it would hurt 
the religious sentiments of a large section of 
communities in the country.

- PTI, Dec 6, 2011



Twitter savvy MPs 
bat for Sibal

S ocial network companies — including Fa-
cebook, Twitter and Google — have been 
urged to remove offensive material from 

their sites, by communi- ca-
tions minister Kapil 
Sibal in an effort to 
crack down on of-
fensive internet 
content.

Ministers who 
are active on 
microblogging 
site, Twitter, 
responded 
defend-
ing 
Sibal.

Congress MP Shashi 
Tharoor initially said that 
he is not in favour of censoring 
content on the Internet but took 
a U-turn later. Tharoor said, “As 
a frequent victim of “disparaging, in-
flammatory or defamatory content” on social 
media, I wish2stress I’m not in favour of cen-
soring it”.  But, later he went on to say, “Have 
to say I support Kapil Sibal on the examples 
he gave me: deeply offensive material about 
religions&communities that could incite riots”

Milind Deora, a Congress minister tweeted 
“Govt doesn’t want censorship of the internet. 
But just as principle of free speech is sacrosanct, 
incendiary content must also be avoided.”

J&K Chief Minister, Omar Abdullah said “We 
want the luxury of free speech but not the 

burden of responsibility for 
how we use that free-

dom.  Something will 
have to give. I hate the 
idea of censorship but 

have seen for my-
self how danger-
ous inflammatory 

content on facebook & 
youtube can be.”

However, Varun Gandhi, BJP 
MP from Pilibhit in Uttar 
Pradesh, disagreed with 
Tharoor and said Internet 

is the only truly democratic 
medium free of “vested interests, media 
owners & paid-off journos.  Can see why Sibal 
wants to gag it.”

FP Staff 
Dec 6, 2011

Ministers who are active on Twitter have defended Sibal.



A screengrab of some of the ministers' tweets from Twitter.
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