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Abstract

Short video clips or reels have become the most convenient medium of sharing information on social
media platforms. However, these can also be potentially misused for circulating content that is false,
unverified or carries bias. Literature affirms that media consumed in any form, has the potential to form
or alter mass opinions. This research sought to unravel the intricate dynamics between online content,
religious bias and political perceptions. The study undertook an in-depth examination of the content
within 50 reels circulating in social media, focusing on their intended effects on perception towards
religious minorities and political mind-shift among Indian users. By adhering to ethical considerations
and transparency in reporting, a rigorous content analysis methodology was employed. The findings are
suggestive that visual elements in the reels are intended to provoke religious divide towards minorities,
often with exaggeration of false information as true, and associating Indian political figures with
religious ideologies, thereby having the tremendous potential to drastically shape public opinions. This
study not only aligns with the current zeitgeist of digital communication but also underscores the
broader implications of content dissemination on social media platforms.
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Introduction

a) Reels and short-form videos- a new mode of communication

In the arena of social media platforms, reels are short, engaging video clips that users create and share on
platforms like Instagram, TikTok, and other similar apps (Hong, S. 2022). These videos are typically set
to music and often involve creative editing, transitions, and various visual effects. On Instagram, for
example, reels are features that allow users to create and discover short-form videos on the platform.
Users can record and edit 15- 60 seconds multi-clip videos with music, text and other creative elements
(Szeto et al., 2021).

TikTok on the other hand, is a dedicated platform for short-form videos, and its popularity has grown
rapidly especially among younger audiences (Montag et al., 2021). Reels provide users with a platform
to express themselves creatively, showcase their talents, and connect with a wider audience through
engaging and easily shareable content (Patel et al., 2020). This format of communication has become a
significant part of social media culture.
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b) Reels with a positive aspect

Reels being the powerful tool for propagating ideas, offer a quick and engaging way to communicating
messages, share information and express opinions. For instance, users can create short educational reels
to explain complex concepts, share quick tips, or provide tutorials on various subjects (Yeo, D. 2016).
This format is particularly effective for delivering information in a concise and visually appealing
manner.

Reels can be used to raise awareness about important issues or advocate for a cause. Activists and
organizations often leverage short videos to convey their messages and encourage viewers to take action
(Aini, K., & Soegiarto, A, 2022). Compelling stories can be told in a short time frame using reels.
Whether it’s personal narrative, a testimonial, or a fictional story, the format allows for quick
storytelling that can capture attention and convey messages effectively (Ur, C. P. 2023).

Reels are an excellent way to promote upcoming events, campaigns, or initiatives. The dynamic nature
of short videos makes them shareable and helps spread the word quickly. Artists, designers, and
creatives can use reels to showcase their work, whether it’s visual art, music, dance or any other form of
creative expression. This can help in promoting artistic ideas and gaining recognition (Kuncoro, A. R.
2022). Comedy and satire can be a powerful tool for conveying ideas. Reels allow users to create
humorous content that can make serious topics more approachable and shareable.

¢) A new medium of sharing religious teachings

Also, reels can be used to provide commentary on current events, social issues or cultural phenomena
(Aini et al., 2022). Users can share their perspectives, opinions, and insights in a succinct and impactful
way. For the purpose of this research, sharing religious point of view through reels has been considered.
Reels can be used as a tool for sharing religious messages (Barfield, A. 2023). Many individuals and
religious organizations leverage short-form videos on platforms like Instagram, TikTok, and others to
communicate their faith, share teachings, and connect with their community.

Likewise, users can create short reels featuring scripture readings or reflections on religious texts
(Marwantika, A. 1. 2022). They can help convey key messages from sacred texts and provide insights
into their interpretation. Reels can be used to share prayers, devotional messages, and moments of
spiritual reflections (Morehouse et al., 2021). This can foster a sense of community and provide
followers with a source of inspiration.

Religious leaders or educators can use reels to deliver short lessons, teachings, or explanations of
religious concepts (Nabila et al., 2023). This format is effective for conveying information in a concise
and visually engaging manner. Reels can showcase the celebration of religious festivals, rituals, and
traditions. This allows followers to share in the joyous moments and fosters a sense of belonging within
the religious community (Meidina, A. P. 2023).

Individuals may use reels to share personal stories of faith, spiritual journeys, and experiences related to
their religious beliefs. This personal touch can create a connection with viewers (Majid, Z. A. 2023).
Reels can be a platform for engaging with the religious community. This can include shout-outs,
messages of encouragement and invitations to participate in religious activities or events.

d) Reels being a mode of false & misleading religious information

It becomes essential to approach the use of reels for religious messages with sensitivity and respect for
diverse beliefs. Considering the platform’s audience and cultural context is crucial to ensure that the
messages are well-received and align with the values of the religious community being addressed.
However, like any forms of media or communication, short-form videos, including reels, can be used to
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propagate false information or misleading messages, including those related to religion (Guo et al.,
2023). In the age of digital media, there is a risk that misinformation can be spread through various
platforms, intentionally or unintentionally (Bhuchakra et al., 2023).

Individuals or groups might create reels that misinterpret or manipulate religious scriptures to convey
messages that deviate from the actual teachings of a particular faith (Beckham et al., 2023). Reels could
be used to spread false prophesies, predictions, or claims about future events, exploiting the emotional
and spiritual concerns of viewers (Fahmi et al., 2023). People may create reels depicting fake miracles,
supernatural events, or religious experiences to deceive viewers and gain attention (Kgatle, M. S. 2018).
e) A way of propagating religious divide and hatred among commupnities

Reels could be used to promote sectarianism or extremism within a religious context, fostering division
and misunderstanding (Scrivens et al., 2020). Individuals might create reels impersonating religious
leaders or figures, spreading messages that may not align with the actual beliefs of the represented faith.
It’s uncertain if users approach content on social media with a critical mindset and verify information
from reliable sources, especially when it comes to religious messages (Bruns et al., 2020). Additionally,
it is unknown how much vigilance users practice in reporting and flagging content that may be
misleading, as social media platforms play a key role in moderating and addressing the spread of
misinformation (Vaidhyanathan, S. 2018).

Unfortunately, social media platforms can be misused to propagate hatred towards religious
communities (Hutchinson et al., 2023). The ease of sharing content on these platforms can sometimes
result in the rapid spread of divisive or inflammatory messages (Lajevardi et al., 2022). Reels can be
created to spread hate speech, discriminatory remarks, or derogatory content targeting specific religious
communities (Matamoros et al., 2021). This can contribute to the amplification of negative stereotypes
and fuel animosity.

Misleading reels may be produced to promote false narratives or conspiracy theories that unfairly target
certain religious groups, fostering distrust and animosity (Castano et al., 2021). Reels can take
statements or actions out of context to create a false impression of a religious community, leading to
misunderstandings and prejudiced views (Kulkarni et al., 2018). Some individuals or groups may use
reels to incite violence or promote harmful actions against members of a particular religious community
(Tripathi, V. 2017). This poses serious risks to social harmony and can have real-world consequences.
Reels might be used to promote sectarianism and intolerance by emphasizing differences between
religious groups and fostering a sense of superiority or disdain (Marwantika, A. 1. 2022). Social media
platforms have policies in place to address hate speech and harmful content; however, they rely on users
to report such content. Hereby, users are expected to become responsible and critical thinkers when
engaging with content, and they are supposed to report such instances of hate speech or discriminatory
content they come across (Reisach, U. 2021). However, the abundance in which such content is created
and shared makes it impossible to report all the sources. At the same time, it cannot be overlooked that
these contents have extreme potential to impact and influence the thinking pattern of users about other
religious communities on whom hate is directed in such reels.

f) A vicious combination of political agendas and religious ideologies

The lack of initiatives that focus on interfaith dialogue, education, and collaboration make it more
difficult to counter the negative effects of hate speech on social media. Adding to the situation is reels
being used to portray political figures having an affinity towards a specific religious ideology (Abdel-
Fadil, M. 2019). Content creators often use these platforms to share their perspectives on political
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figures, and such content may include snippets of speeches, public appearances, or actions by politicians
that are interpreted to suggest a connection to a particular religious ideology (Larkin et al., 2008).
Creators may leverage creative editing, captions, music, and other elements in reels to shape the
narrative and convey their message about a political figure’s perceived affinity towards a religious
ideology. This can be a form of political commentary, satire, or expression of personal opinions on the
relationship between politics and religion (Winston, D. 2007). The portrayals of political figures in this
manner can be subjective, and interpretations may vary among different viewers. Additionally the
context, intent, and accuracy of the information presented in such reels can have significant implications
for public perceptions and discussions surrounding political and religious issues (Conrad, B. 2018).

2) Reels charged with politico-religious content having potential to create political mind-shift

The portrayal of political figures favoring a particular religion in reels has the potential to influence
political mind-shift among users (Zaharna et al., 2013). Social media content, including reels, can play a
significant role in shaping public opinion, as it reaches a broad audience quickly and often engages users
emotionally. Such reels can be persuasive in shaping how users perceive political figures (Zaharna et al.,
2014). By highlighting moments that suggest an affinity towards a specific religion, content creators can
influence viewers’ perceptions of a politician’s values, beliefs and potential biases (Ross et al., 2014).
Short-form videos are effective in evoking emotional responses. If the content portrays a politician’s
connection to a particular religious ideology in an emotionally charged manner, it can impact users
emotionally, potentially influencing their attitudes and opinions (Duncombe, C. 2019). Reels that align
with users’ pre-existing beliefs or suspicions about a politician’s religious affiliations may reinforce
confirmation bias. Users might be more likely to accept and share content that aligns with their existing
political perspectives (Rieger et al., 2021).

Social media content, especially if it is visually engaging and emotionally compelling, has the potential
to go viral (Al-Rawi, Ahmed. 2019). As more users share and engage with the content, it can reach a
wider audience, contributing to a broader political mind-shift. Reels can spark discussions and debates
within the online community (Lai et al., 2020). The conversations generated by such content can further
contribute to the shaping of political attitudes and opinions among users.

Some of the above literature is speculative, about how reels can be used for some positive purposes such
as showcasing talent and activism. At the same instance, a great amount of literature is indicative that
reels might be used in such a way that cause or increases religious divide and political misunderstanding
and mind-shifting among users. However, there exists a lack of research bodies, which could have
studied the content of the reels and evaluated the exact nature of how such reels intend to manipulate or
impact the perception and thinking capacity of the users.

Rationale of the Study

This study was an attempt to understand the intention of using social media reels with Indo- religious-
politico content, and whether its purpose is to influence public perception and attitudes towards
political figures with religious contour for minorities. The investigation was to decipher the intention
of such visual content in shaping opinions, especially in the context of religious affiliations, to identify
patterns, themes and commonalities in the portrayal of political figures with supposed religious bias.
Hence this research explored whether the presented content intended to influence political mind-shift
among users. Also, the study was undertaken to address the inter-sectionality of politics and religion
in the digital age and to provide insights into the effectiveness of current content moderation policies.
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Aim of the Study

The research aimed to conduct a meticulous content analysis of 50 social media reels, examining the
portrayal of statements and images towards religious minorities and its potential impact on political
mind-shift. By unraveling the content’s nuances, the study aims to provide in-depth insights into how
such portrayals may influence political perceptions, contributing to understanding of the intricate
dynamics between social media content, religious bias and political attitudes.

Research Methodology

Data Collection- A purposive selection of 50 reels was done randomly from a pool of 250 reels from a
popular social media platform (Facebook) with a running duration of minimum 20 seconds to 1 minute
45 seconds.

All the reels exhibited statements or images pertaining to anyone of the following:

a) Religious and/or political elements or phrases with remarks or questions made to the audience/users
b) Famous Indian political figures or film stars in the background with statements,

¢) And had a reach of at least 1000 likes at the time of selection.

Following is the reel data (all 50 reels chosen for the study) represented in image format:

Inclusion Criteria- Recent reels (in circulation on social media since last 4 months) with visual elements
depicting statements in Hindi vernacular towards religious minorities, religious phrases and featuring of
political figures either directly or indirectly, with at least a reach of 1000 likes, and a focus on their
potential connection to religious bias were included for the study.
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Exclusion Criteria- Reels that do not contain any relevant information or elements related to religious

bias or political figures, such as personal or entertainment related content, in languages other than Hindi,

sourced from non-social media platforms, and in circulation for less than 4 months or more than 5

months were discarded from the study.

Data Analysis- A comprehensive coding framework was utilized to systematically categorize and

analyze various aspects of the selected content. For generation of the themes from the content, the raw

data was structured into codes and themes as per the method adapted from the framework model to ease

data evaluation for the current exploration (Pope et al., 2000).

The codes and themes were generated as per the steps as follows-

e To get accustomed with the data, the researcher read the content statements multiple times-
familiarization

e A thematic framework was followed to support the theory-based strategy of reels intended impact on
users’ mind-shift and perception- Identification of thematic framework

e Additional sub-codes and sub-themes were derived from the data- Indexing

e The quotes from the content of the reels were assigned under the codes, which were rearranged to the
right theme- Mapping

¢ Finally, the process was completed with the analysis- Interpretation

The thematic categories were induced from visual elements, language used, political figures depicted,

religious phrases or insinuated messages, and potential themes of hatred and comparisons. Identification

of patterns, recurring themes, and specific elements were focused that contributed to the portrayal of

hatred towards religious minorities and any potential impact on political mind-shift.

It was ensured that each reel’s content was accurately documented and coded through systematic

management and organization, that the confidentiality and anonymity of the content creators was

maintained and potentially sensitive content was ethically handled.

Findings
Theme Sub- Theme Verbatim
1. Critique of other | Making Comparisons with | Reel 1- “sm s=ar &t 25 foder &t

Religion other religious | S s & s/r £ 22 Sl @y
festivals/historical assets tO | sf smel R 39T oT=ROT St TW
downgrade their ways of | 45 2! s o T

Ce:eslr?if’n/exgreSSIf’n ) a;d Reel 14- “am weet & &1 11 s

establishing ~ Superiority for | or o e o are 3 g

one’s religious faith. ) .
IS SR, Sfcsh ITRT AT GAet ST i
foram smm

Building distinctions between | Reel 16- “smAt & sifim #&FR ™
religious practices to activate | r =, SRR L R
disgust among majority. Reel 30- “wra &t 1 uftr 2, @i
1 e

Reel 45- “amq g1 BIg X FW W
IR, 9 B B R TS W E
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o7 3 ok gwer & o7 T, AW R U
T SR

Complaining that issues of
minor  communities got
highlighted while the issues of
majority only got forgotten
and ignored.

Reel 12- “aftse ze1 e &, A o
2002 AR 2, FAA S A )
oA A 7, d RErt vy 1971
ST A ©, 25 A feeg e o

Criticizing majority (Hindus)
for  adopting inter-faith
actions.

Reel 16- “foruret & off 70 w2 ? 3fix
T E1E AT e w7

Reel 29- “Freft (aferm) 1 et i
a0 3@ 2?7 T8 2 T Fw drer fad
T femgatt & it v wmar 377

Condemning today’s minority
(Muslims) for denouncing and
taking objections on saying
national slogans, while
mentioning instances of the
past where the same slogans
were used by the same
minority community in their
work.

Reel 18- “Sit qeam™ 311 #ed 8 i
oA ¥ "geemrad"! e g 7, ar

Y@ A ¥ 3 swEw 14 st 1931
AR 1 2] THHI 9 & e T 2l

T ITEER 1 =T A | gl o,
T HEIR & W FHAr) ot giem 8@

Q’l“

Depicting and appealing to
circulate unverified
differences about religious
holy texts to claim the
greatness of one’s religious
faith over others.

Reel 19 — “smwfoa = e 2020
A gL R, T & A 1400 91 3¢
2, 951 & 3 1960553121 = =t
T} A AT R T e ol HE

I FoaTs Tershl Sar|

Generalizing unfortunate
historical events on all
Mughals, putting allegations
on them and framing them as
thieves and plunderers who
did not contribute to any
positive  formations  within
India.

Reel 22- “Sret & areft 16000
afat i faar @ seeede faerst 3
AT HieR o T q O IR FD
Sfeet et € qor  WRa o

fora e =i 9, e

Expressing discontent and
criticism towards Sai trust for
prioritizing funding for
Muslim religious purposes
over Hindu religious causes,
implying a sense of injustice
and unfairness.

Reel 26- “@r g et 7 35 e
T G B HHS HI fe B, eItk W
oTs g 3 W Hf famior & forg € oft
e 7t feam 5= off T
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Expressing antagonism and
retaliation for the gesture of
good will and cooperation
from the minority religious

group.

Reel 31- “wm sfe & qitem figt 3
=ed €, @ feg oft wawr afer #
S I FTed 31 I ¥ S 39 W

w1 ST § 7 S off TE

the
for

of
land
primarily
religious

Implicit
allocation

critique
of
cemeteries
associated  with
minorities.

Reel 44- “vma & St st @@

FHISRA 7, 3R SR Tl it I a1 ¢
FUS AR T S ool Fehat 21 A1

T gt 3 fore d it

Sarcastic Remarks against
God of religious minorities.

Reel 46- “Sit gz &t afd = e &
TE ST HehaT, A1 WRd & gl i
St T ek T T B

the
and

2. Exaggerating
power, impact
capacity of political
leaders

Making false, unverified or

baseless claims over
politician’s personality,

actions and intentions.

Reel 2- “fHei w smast & 60
Fg At it DP siee wit 80 g &
S % B H Fe A ...

Reel 2- ... v wemHa &7

Reel 7- “sif@i & @ewar g & gl
I ¥ ST EH AT T © o A 5 S8
T &

Reel 5- “Adt & U1 § 3@ - wiferedm
F U @I, S B PR @,
= @l e ged @, 9Et U F 39 H
Reel 8- “uft wes ot wft ST ek
@ | g A U B W STHE T &
SR AT AT - S ot T

Reel 13- ‘S wifehed™ shear & i
| <7 AIET 3 3R T FH H &
Reel 34- “70 @ # feg 7o wwat
it eft afew I § gRem g =
an"

Reel 41- ‘st srmedt 500 9t se
TfeT SFaT FehdT 81 A EET A W ARG
w1 forg g off sam whd B S o

TlTﬂ“
Reel 34- “10 @@ & qeaw™ @@d
e Y e feeg g =med 81

Reel 42- “arft st g i 1 foon
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QI wmwﬁﬁaﬁ(mm
a1 Seer fomm 21,7

Attaching the governmental
actions and strategies to just
one leader, with statements
that appear be
exaggeratedly aggressive in
frame.

to

Reel 9- “sr # 5@ ¢ #7171 & , FW
| 1 Agr 7, fawed # T W e
ST GEETT HIE @ - ST ot T

3. Derogatory,
downgrading,
challenging,
unverified, defamatory
and insulting remarks
against  people
opposition/religious
minorities

in

Claiming that opposition is
unintelligent has no capacity
to see the impact and
influence of the political
leader, and thinks of defeating
the leader in the upcoming
election.

Reel 2- “.Fs foge d@=d & &
2024 ¥ g &m°

Anyone who is in support of
opposition is tagged as a
sycophant.

Reel 3- .. sm=n w1 31e...”
Reel 15- “3fR a9< A1t W 9% ®

g, s frm!”

Opposition leaders with Indian
citizenship are being portrayed
as anti-Hindu, with racist
comments, misleading and
false claims.

Reel 4- “gt 20 =i @ o T
HfeT Tept o o il shreft 377

Opposition statements were
countered with statements and
out of context remarks from
leaders in power that were
derogatory.

Reel 6- “F feg & a1 wien & sgaw
ST §- g et

1T FTET AT § W T ST 9 HT AW
S T e - At sfeerer”

Asking to uproot people in
opposition and tagging them
as anti-national

Reel 7- “39e a1 et &1

Criticizing Hindus for
remembering the atrocities on
minorities, and asking them to
be mindful to keep own issues
on priority.

Reel 12- “fan, o =iv @2 e
T, ai gfae qre ot syer smm

False belief or conspiracy
theory about the Indian
National Congress party using
religious symbols associated
with Muslims as their election
symbol.

Reel 25- “g= = smr! ¥ gieHr
w1 i foe @ @ e T s

T foeg ST 81 < oft T
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Warning minority to remain as
passive and submissive, and
not challenge the position of
the majority, implying that
majority perceive themselves
as dominant and superior.

Reel 32- “.... %W @, g1 go=m
IE SHH @, IX S I HIRET A

i

harmful
stereotype and generalization
by contrasting the visibility
those who burst firecrackers,
with the supposed mystery
surrounding  the
identity of those who detonate
bombs  without
stating it.

Perpetuating

religious

explicitly

Reel 33- “9na wsw T@m o9 ¥ @I
U B Il T AT 99 9T B AfhT
T HIg Tl 1 o T off e R

S oft T

Challenging the historical
in which Mughals

became known to the Indian

context

masses while showcasing that
they are not recognized within
Islamic states.

Reel 53- “¥ 3rher, @R, AT
i a7 & weE ®, 56 et qmm
T 5ok A T e oft TEt o 2l

4. Using

photographs
Political leaders.

specific
religious phrases with

of

Statements with photos of the
in the background
ending with specific chants to
signify that the leader is
associated with the specific
religious ideology.

leaders

Reel 2- “...W wewma & F©
forepe | © o1 | &0 & 5 o T
Reel 14- “3FR 319 3@ o1q & Tead
B AT B ek w1 off T e for@

Reel 36- “2047 a&% 70 9Rd =
geataes g o1 & PFI 2030 @
& TR Alka & fier & ;s
eTeT , 5 oft T ¢

Reel 50- “ser 7z 2022 e et
R frerm e e an, WAfR ggooft
Ty T |re T om srr ot

Direct statements claiming the
politician belonging to
specific religion.

Reel 3- “wr anft St fgamet e
0 T e T foredm

Political activities done by the
leader in each term chosen,
had religious connotation and
motives.

Reel 21- “get A1 a1 & eI, I
I A1 T HieT 9 @ R, 36 AR oft 59
9@ o, U fod g g ot &
e

5. Future is doomed

if

Encouraging masses to be

Reel 3- " f<iar |t awft Y 7 9
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political leaders with
religious affinity are
not re-elected.

concerned about their future.

R 3T ATt difeat shr s

Highlighting statements on
part of muslims, reflecting the
apprehension and perception
of religious intolerance and
aggression for the potential
destruction of the Ram temple
in case specific politicians are

not re-elected.

Reel 24- ‘S 1d- anft =t S

9 T | A AR R dqrS o, v
U e et 3 Hifear § Fwwn 36@h

1w 2 s1ee S for@l < oft T

6. Portraying Hinduism
in need of collective
protection.

Entire nation except those in
opposition are claimed as
desirous of getting the leaders
elected for one more term,

Reel 3- “...=m= # BTg, [ I
TR ST e <7 3 gHR AR B

Reel 7- “sw=n & ega @@ o1
T | @ et ST

who are perceived as
protective of Hinduism.
Circulating justification of | Reel 20- & wieft &t @i w1 - Arepm

heinous acts of murder of
historical figures because they
were committed as a retort
towards perceived religious
deprivation.

e T S SFH- q@ =Ted At At
foFet TR wTa eU weRd o,... I @Ted
T &1 G| ¥ 309 gohe AT 8 .. TRl W
TN Sed A 4 AR o FHAT H
Tieft a7 fooeft sk Awr om 5t off T

(13

Expressing ~ wonder  that
Hindus have only one ruling
party defending them,
however, minorities are
getting protection from all
other political parties.

Reel 51- “20 wirg meemm i 7
Firs Sargdr 1 1an ¥ fry 52 & s

Terifees Tifdar @<t ®, 3t 100 +0e
fegatt % fo fad srrcht et @<t 21
o= | e fawg 81«

7. Protecting and
cherishing Hinduism is

the ultimate goal.

Participation of opposition
leaders in Hindu festivities is
portrayed with false

statements of forceful action.

Reel 4- “.qt 20 st @mw o T
TR Tep & o it whehr 37

Justifying that making any one
forcefully practice Hinduism
is an indication of all
achievable.

Reel 4- . .3 o1 19 S a1 foeoren

A W A B

Identification/Recognition  of
acts that overturn other
cultural signifiers and ones
that uphold own cultural or
religious markers.

Reel 17- ‘“‘Swi=a fafae= &
BT ISR T T@TS T et T 3K
At Te T SIS T T T gE
fopamn g6k oS BT A T SR FET

qugT e foram
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8. Call for supportive | Inciting statements to | Reel 3- “% sifaw stawm 27
action towards leaders | immediate action as if there
with religious | are no chances after this.
ideologies. Posing questions for action to | Reel 5- “an a1y uidt & @rer & 27
show faith towards the leader
after showing what has been
achieved by the leader.
Asking viewers to choose the | Reel 21- “wget 31 @t & ger, dram
same leader again in the next | o7 ot T wfiw o7 w1 2, 39 o) oft =1
term, as the leader has the ;_{ Y@ o, T f fog T ot ;T
potential to surely transform S—
the country into the desired
religious dominant nation.
9. Inflated critique of | Overgeneralization of | Reel 10 — “fa% ¢ == % @ 350
opposition. corruption incidents to all in | wie ferer &, 9=t & 3 firers 70

opposition and past leaders.

IS T <1 T foham oger & 1”7

historical,
situational

Twisting
constructive,
requisite events and unverified
information to reframe them
allegations towards the
opposition.

as

Reel 15- “Fear 2 W & %,
qTfehedT fohe sam: wimg 4, JNU
fFee smamr - e ¥, 370 gw@
forE MR ;W T, Y ST
F TEAT & I, AR e W W)
IS | & , 51 #ff T

Reel 28- “77 gt 84 g 90
aqn 9 awi ¥ 4029 IR wH |
Hfre wat § o1 mn?”

Reel 40- “forr - vt St gl
a1 Rty i gigan =e1 # 38, T,
I Biean werE, 1@ I & oft T §8
T ettt e ST oft T

Circulating metaphorical
statements on part of ruling
leaders against leaders in
opposition as a criticism as

well as satire.

Reel 27 — “df@ s & W o4
firetfl- srage stiat

forersper firerlt, AT % W T A
I3 SET, UL F Wy TSt oft firerh
ERE IR

10. Exaggerated
satisfaction
supporting leader.

with

Expressing undeserved
support to the leader over
unverified claims and reports.

Reel 13- ‘“Si&f wifred™ shaar & i
I A7 AET % TN 9T HM A T, df
HOT Y T KT @ h AT St R 1A
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T 5-6 A F

11. Circulating false

Using names of other nations

Reel 23- “Turer a1 %1 feg Ty s

nations such as Pakistan and
Bangladesh.

information to falsely claim that the entire | % fu et <, Tesr § 3q MU & 3k
nation has a religious | o @ 3 A foeg T A
nationalist ideology and is h
advocating for the
establishment as a nation
primarily based on Hindu
culture.

12. Perpetuating us- | Confronting the notion of | Reel 32- “@ft %1 @7 =mfirar 8 30

versus-them narrative. | India belonging to all with the | 3t 1 figh &, ¥ foreft 3 19 =1 fRgwam
assertion of partition A 27 AR Ry ot o a; 3
suggesting that all Indian | goomer e aftrem o9 315 a:q -
Muslims belong to Islamic e i 3

Merging nation’s scientific

achievements with religious

symbolism, implying one’s
religion could become
universally recognized and

celebrated, while portraying
religious minorities as

helpless.

Reel 35- ‘“wzam 3 9 5@ s w
de T 2 38w &1 9w fim ot
Uge & I ¥ SET SR a"
TEamHEr R wfe # @ W R
Al ggil T hen feg g s 3N

T HEed|

Asking the readers to not
forget their own religion and
choose Hindu  religious
observance as others would be
practicing their observance.

Reel 43- “@n genm frama 2 i,
AT & T T =ntey
Reel 39- “ar 25 fegew =i umed
S = ST q R Ery 22 S
T | T fea s

13. Feelings of inclusivity

Highlighting the promises of

Reel 38- “2047 @& &0 9w &

for Sikhs the Sikh community, that | seenfies T sr 31 : PFI 2030 @
reflect solidarity and interfaith W T s @ frer 3 e
harmony for Hindus S, S o
Reel 49- “smam e & fegstt #t
SETET 7 ot Feor St e oft 18 e
AT U8 ST § I IBM % g
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Deliberate statements with the | Reel 47- “@am" o 3mey- gren

intention to validate that acts | gqr 2 g€ off 70 et & ver @ ¥ e
of killing are justified as | = fregy 7m 3K T i Rig st
retorting, and to provoke Sikh | % ==t = fore 3fic =9t ar saehy 8

Community  against  the | s A
Muslims.

Discussion

As per the Preamble of the Constitution, India is a declared secular nation, where all religious faiths are
expected to co-exist and support each other with respect and dignity. Indian subcontinent is known
worldwide for its rich heritage of different cultural variations, and yet able to hold the central ethos of
co-existence. It has been seen celebrating festivities of each other that has always resulted into the warm
cultural exchange and enhanced cohesiveness among all communities (Tarkunde, V. M. 1995).
However, this research is suggestive that there are elements within the current socio-cultural context of
the country which are not psychologically content with this notion of secular coexistence. Social media
being one of the powerful tools of communication, over which exist the facility of reels or short video
clips with the potential to get easily circulated and go viral, is being used by these elements to express
their discontent through numerous kinds of messages.

Most of the reels target upon the Muslim community, some target Christian and Persian sects, while
there are reels that reflect solidarity and acceptance for Sikh community. Creators asked the readers to
not forget their own religion and choose Hindu religious observance as others would be practicing their
observance.

The above data analysis table is reflective that fourteen major themes became apparent from the reel
data. Further sub-themes emerged as deeper analysis was done, that have been highlighted with the data
represented in the verbatim section. From theme one, it is reflected that many of the reels have
statements that have intentions to criticize other religious faiths. The sub-themes are reflective that
statements have been framed to portray one’s own religion superior over other communities.

Also, there are trials to make comparisons between the festivities of one’s own religious faith and the
minorities prevalent within the nation. Indian historical artifact with which Indian tourism generates
revenue on the international platform, and which is considered as a world heritage site, such as the Taj
Mahal (Singh et al., 2012), is now criticized, as it was constructed by a ruler who belonged to the
minority faith.

Differences exist between all religious communities in how they practice last rites of their loved ones,
and it is an observance that comes with deep sorrow and bereavement with the passing of someone
(Howarth, G. 2016). Unfortunately, these practices have been disgusted upon within the reels. Another
related sub-theme revealed that reels content went to the extent of criticizing the allocation of land for
cemeteries, and instead proposing that the land could be utilized for the purpose of grazing crops that
would feed millions.

Deliberate statements have been made to claim the nation as belonging to Hindu saints, rather than to the
legendary figure Santa, who is associated with a 4™ century Christian saint, Saint Nicholas (Siefker, P.
2006). Observing prayers at any time of the day is a personal choice as per the religious practices
warrant that one follows. However, data is suggestive of critique against Hindus who consider work over
worship, and this is stated against the Muslims who choose to worship in between work hours. Hindus
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have been encouraged to understand this difference, with which creators expect irrationally, that the
nation would become a Hindu nation.

One of the reels was intended to reflect on how only the issues of the minority got highlighted over the
years, while the majority was always sidelined, forgotten and ignored with their issues. Taking
anecdotes of Indian history as evidence, for every act of violence that Hindus did on Muslims, the
creator presented violent acts of Muslims over Hindus which they perceive have been forgotten. Another
sub-theme revealed that some reels projected criticism over Hindus for their practice of interfaith
activities, to the extent of insulting Hindus by calling them stupid for celebrating festivities of other
religions.

One of the reels intended to condemn the Indian Muslims of today, for denouncing and taking objections
on saying national slogans, while mentioning past instances where the same slogans were used by the
people of same minority in their work without any objections back then. Unverified information that
depict differences about the various religious holy texts were depicted and the users were appealed to
circulate these to claim the greatness of Hindu religion over all other faiths.

Tragedy events from history that give only the partial picture of how Muslims ruled over the Indian
subcontinent, were represented in twisted manner over reels, with the intention to generalize those
incidents and put allegations on all Muslims, framing them as plunderers and thieves. A probable
explanation for the above finding would be to portray that Muslims did not contribute to any positive
development within the Indian subcontinent.

Acts of cooperation and gesture of good will from the Muslim community were sarcastically discarded,
with intended question to the users for expressing antagonism and retaliation against gesticulations made
by the minorities. The criticism of minority religion went to the extent of making sarcastic remarks
against the messiah within their faith, to dishonor the credibility of the messiah being a savior.

It was also revealed that many of the reels intended to exaggerate the power, impact and capacity of
political leaders who were in power when these reels were in circulation. For this purpose, the reel
creators didn’t hesitate in making, false, unverified or baseless claims in consideration to the politician’s
personality, actions and intentions. Any governmental action or decisions regarding policy changes are
taken after much deliberation among the legislature, the executive and the judiciary (Levitt, A. 1924).
However, this study found that reels were intended to portray those governmental actions and strategies
were solely the decision of a single leader, framing the statements with aggressive tone as the actions
were directed towards the minorities. Some of the reels had themes of derogatory, downgrading,
challenging, unverified, defamatory and insulting remarks against people in opposition and religious
minorities. Likewise, one of the reel remarked that the opposition which was unintelligent and had no
capacity to see the impact or influence of the leader in power, but were thinking of defeating the leader
in the upcoming election.

Some reels tagged anyone who was in support of the opposition as a sycophant. One reel went to the
point of portraying opposition leaders with Indian Citizenship as anti-Hindu, with racist comments and
writing false and misleading information about them. Another reel intended to contrast between the
statements of two leaders, whereby statement of an opposition leader was countered with statements that
were out-of-context remarks from the leaders in power, which were also, in-fact derogatory. There was
one reel that pleaded to the leaders in power, to uproot the opposition who were also tagged as anti-
national.
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Interestingly, the criticism and insults were directed towards the majority community also, that is Hindus
who were in support of the minorities, were told through the reel to be mindful not to remember the
atrocities on the minorities, rather focus on priority basis over the mayhem faced by the Hindus caused
by the minorities. Some reels were made with the intention to circulate absolute false beliefs and
conspiracy theories about the leading opposition, which is Indian National Congress party, using
religious symbols associated with Muslims as their election symbol.

The intention to psychologically terrorize minorities was also apparent through the reels; as one reel was
found with a warning message for the minorities to remain passive and submissive, and not challenge
the position of the majority, implying that the reel also intended to portray that majority perceive
themselves as dominant and superior. A seditious reel was intended to perpetuate harmful stereotype and
generalize that detonation of bombs as part of terrorist activities was carried out probably by minorities
without explicitly stating so and that it yet remains mysterious. However, a contrast was apparent,
whereby the creator complained that bursting firecrackers gets more visibility and is identified with the
Hindu religious festival.

The historical context in which Mughals become known to the Indian masses were challenged in an
insulting fashion in another reel, showcasing that the Mughal Rulers were not recognized within the
Islamic states, associating them with the purposes such as human excretion. Within the Indian
legislative, every politician is expected to serve the nation without any religious bias or personal faith
interfering with their duties (Beri et al., 2022). However, some reels had the theme of portraying
political leaders having religious affinity.

Likewise, reels with statements ending with specific religious chants and photographs of leading
politicians from the ruling party, were intended to signify that those leaders were associated with
specific religious ideology. Direct statements were also made which claimed that the politicians were
rulers who belonged to specific religion. It was also claimed by one of the reels that decision making
done by these politicians had religious connotation towards the majority.

Some reels thematically intended to depict that future Hindu generations are doomed if political leaders
with Hindu religious ideology were not re-elected. Viewers were encouraged to be concerned about their
future. One of reel creator was apprehensive and perceived religious intolerance from minorities, as the
particular reel highlighted statement from a Muslim, declaring potential aggressive destruction of the
Ram temple, in case specific politicians were not re-elected.

An illustration of Hinduism in need of collective protection was apparent from some reels. For instance,
one reel stated that entire nation, except those in opposition were desirous of getting the leaders in power
to be re-elected, as they were perceived protective of Hinduism. It is unfortunate to report, that there
were reels which circulated statements justifying heinous acts of murder of historical figures with
reasoning that they were committed as a retort towards perceived religious deprivation, such as the
murder of Mohandas Karamchand Gandhi (Mehmood et al., 2021).

Also, a related reel expressed wonder that Hindus have only one ruling party defending them, whereas,
for the protection of minorities, all other political parties are jointly together. Consequently, some reels
were also intending to voice that protecting and cherishing Hinduism would be the ultimate goal. In this
connection, pictures of opposition leaders participating in Hindu festivities were portrayed with
conviction that they were forcefully made to participate.

Therefore, for protecting Hinduism, making anyone forcefully practice Hinduism was intentionally
justified within the reel, as an indication of all achievable. Also, some reels intentionally recognized acts
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that overturned other culture signifiers and ones that uphold own cultural or religious markers as
desirable. Some of the reels called for supportive action towards leaders with religious ideologies. For
instance, there were inciting statements directing towards taking immediate actions, with the intention to
build fear among Hindus, as if this would be the last chance to save Hinduism. Questions were posed to
the viewers for indirectly asking them if they would cast vote to the particular leader, which would be
taken as an action of faith towards the leader.

In one of the reels, viewers were given the option to get a Hindu Rashtra if they vote for the leader in
power, as the creator believes that the leader has the potential to surely transform the country into the
desired religious dominant nation. Reels with themes of inflated critique towards the opposition were
also found. This was expressed with statements that over-generalized corruption incidents on all in the
opposition and past leaders. Major historically constructive, situational, requisite events along with
unverified information were reframed and presented in a twisted fashion to put allegations on the
opposition.

Metaphorical statements made by the ruling leaders were circulated as criticism as well as satire, against
leaders in opposition, who also represent the minority communities. A few reels intended to exaggerate
the satisfaction Hindus have in supporting the ruling leaders. Likewise, the creator expressed undeserved
support to the leader over unverified claims and reports. In this context, there were reels that were
particularly circulated for propagating false information, wherein names of other nations were used to
falsely claim that the entire nation had a religious nationalist ideology and is advocating for the
establishment of the nation primarily based on Hindu culture.

A major theme identified was the perpetuation of us-versus-them narrative. For this, reels containing
statements confronting the notion of India belonging to all with the assertion of partition suggesting that
all Indian Muslims belong to Islamic nations such as Pakistan and Bangladesh were circulated. One of
the reel went to the extent of merging nation’s scientific achievements with religious symbolism,
implying one’s religion could become universally recognized and celebrated, while representing
religious minorities as helpless.

Lastly, and surprisingly, some reels intended to depict feels of inclusivity for Sikhs, by highlighting the
promises of solidarity and interfaith harmony towards Hindus made by the Sikh Community. Some reels
made deliberate statements directed towards Sikhs, inciting them with justification and validation of the
intention or acts of killing and retorting towards Muslims.

A hypothetical explanation open to challenge with further investigations, regarding this affinity towards
the Sikhs lies in the historical context of the Sikhs. Since the initial Sikh Gurus were Hindus in origin
and the atrocities borne by some of the Gurus were committed by the rulers of the Muslim community
(Sandhu, A. H. 2014), this historical anecdote is being utilized by the content creators to express to the
Sikhs as well as inculcate among the Sikhs the feelings of unity with Hindus, while animosity towards
Muslims.

Conclusion

This study sheds light on the intricate dynamics between social media reels, religious bias, and political
perceptions in India. The analysis of 50 reels circulating on popular platforms reveals a troubling trend
of content intended to provoke religious divide and shape political ideologies. Reels often exaggerate or
misrepresent information, perpetuating stereotypes and fostering polarization. Despite India's secular
principles, there are elements within society leveraging social media to promote intolerance and
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division. This underscores the urgent need for greater awareness, critical engagement, and regulatory
measures to counteract the harmful effects of online content on societal cohesion and political discourse.

Limitations

It is important to acknowledge several limitations of this study. Firstly, the sample size of 50 reels may
not fully represent the diversity of content circulating on social media platforms. Additionally, the study
focused primarily on reels in Hindi vernacular, potentially excluding content in other languages and
platforms. Furthermore, the analysis was limited to the content of the reels and did not capture the
perspectives of social media users or their responses to the content. Future research could benefit from
larger sample sizes, broader language inclusion, and incorporating user perspectives for a more
comprehensive understanding.

Implications

The findings of this study have significant implications for policymakers, social media platforms, civil
society organizations, and the broader public. It underscores the need for robust regulatory frameworks
to address the spread of hate speech and misinformation on social media platforms. Platforms must take
proactive measures to moderate content, enforce community standards, and promote media literacy
among users. Civil society organizations play a crucial role in advocating for digital rights, fostering
inclusive dialogue, and promoting tolerance and understanding. Lastly, individuals must critically
engage with online content, seek out diverse perspectives, and actively resist narratives that promote
division and prejudice.

Recommendations

Based on the findings, several recommendations emerge for stakeholders to mitigate the negative impact
of social media reels on societal cohesion and political discourse in India. Policymakers should enact
and enforce legislation to hold social media platforms accountable for moderating harmful content and
promoting digital literacy. Platforms must invest in Al technologies and human moderation teams to
identify and remove hate speech and misinformation effectively. Civil society organizations should
collaborate on campaigns to promote media literacy, critical thinking skills, and interfaith dialogue.
Individuals should prioritize diverse sources of information, engage in respectful online discourse, and
advocate for responsible social media use within their communities.
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