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Key Points:
• India’s COVID-19 response outlook is largely characterised by securitisation of the prevailing health crisis, turning
it into an Indian Muslims-led conspiracy against the Indian Hindus.
• The novel coronavirus has vehemently brought to the fore, how Hindutva forces target Indian minorities,
particularly Muslims.
• While hate speech against non-Hindus has become a usual practice in India, the outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic
has given it a renewed vigour.
• A review of trend campaigns by Hindu nationalists and supporters of various Hindutva groups reveals that four
themes – propagating Islamophobia, targeting Tablighi Jamaat as the hub of COVID-19, Sinophobic rhetoric and
highlighting alleged Hinduphobia in Arab countries - were pursued by these individuals or groups.
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INTRODUCTION

response outlook is largely characterised
by securitisation of the prevailing health
crisis, turning it into an Indian Muslims-led
conspiracy against the Indian Hindus. Hindu
nationalists have generated an anti-Muslim
rhetoric through hate speech against Indian
Muslims. This rhetoric is spreading via
mainstream and social media. The outcome
of this is rising Islamophobia and hatecrimes against Muslims, who are already
economically and socially marginalised.2
Religious discrimination is not limited to
Muslims alone. In the face of the pandemic,
Dalits (lower-caste Hindus) and Adivasi
(indigenous tribes) communities are also
suffering the stigmatisation attached to the

he outbreak of the COVID-19
pandemic has steered many nationstates into revamping their traditional
security narratives to incorporate a
wider spectrum of non-traditional security
threats and the modalities of their response
mechanisms. In India however, the role of state
is different. The Indian government, led by
the Hindutva-inspired Bharatiya Janata Party
(BJP), has rather opted to dwell on religious
fault lines, thereby exacerbating Hindu
nationalist sentiments.1 India’s COVID-19
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disease.3

over the coronavirus to achieve geopolitical
gains.8 In terms of public opinion, as soon as the
virus outbreak transpired into a global health
emergency, India’s general public took to social
media platforms, expressing its rage against
the Chinese government for mishandling
the disease. Hateful remarks against Chinese
government and citizens have spurred hatecrimes against North Eastern Indians, who
resemble Chinese in their facial features.9
A survey conducted by Bangalore-based
Takshashila Institution suggests that around
two-thirds of Indian citizens blame China for
the spread of virus.10

This perspective paper seeks to analyse the
role of Hindutva-related aspects, effectively
coming into play as BJP administration devises
its response mechanisms to COVID-19, leaving
the country’s most-vulnerable communities
entrenched
deeper
into
communal
discriminations.
HATE SPEECH
The Hindu nationalist organisations adhere
to normalisation politics of fear and hatred
against non-Hindus. While hate speech against
non-Hindus has become a usual practice in
India, the outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic
has given it a renewed vigour.4 Hateful remarks
by Hindu nationalists have ranged from calling
the disease as ‘God’s revenge from Chinese for
destroying the nature’ to alleging the virus as a
‘bio-jihad’ led by the Indian Muslims.5
Owing to the rising demand of Personal
Protective Equipment and other healthcare
facilities, the Indian government has tacitly
refrained from issuing hateful remarks against
China.6 Nevertheless, Sinophobic rhetoric has by
and large seeped into India’s political and social
lexicon. Swami Chakrapani, National President
of All India Hindu Mahasabha declared the
virus as an “avatar for the protection of poor
creatures”. Referring to the Chinese, Chakrapani
stated that the virus was avenging those who
ate poor creatures.7 On a television interview,
India’s former ambassador to United States
and Israel, Arun K. Singh claimed the Chinese
government of capitalising

Figure 1 – Public survey blaming China for the spread of COVID-19

Another aspect of the practical manifestation of
Hindutva ideology is the religiously-motivated
discrimination of the Indian Muslims.
Following the outbreak, this discrimination
has transcended into outright demonisation.
This vilification of Muslims is mainly justified
under the garb of a three-day religious
congregation led by the Tablighi Jamaat, an
Islamic missionary organisation, in New Delhi
in March. As the congregation convened shortly
before an official ban on social gatherings by the
Indian government, a large cluster of COVID-19
positive cases was discovered.11
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as ‘human bombs,’ ‘coronavirus terrorists’
and ‘super-spreaders’ that are deliberately
perpetrating ‘bio-jihad’ and ‘Talibani crimes’
against Hindu nationals of India.12 Kapil
Mishra, a local BJP leader, falsely claimed that
the members of Tablighi Jamaat spit on the
medical staff, seeking to spread the virus.13
The congregation has been termed as ‘Islamic
insurrection’ by BJP’s top brass.14 The Vishwa
Hindu Parishad (VHP) has termed the Tablighi
Jamaat as a factory of the novel coronavirus.15
More so, the organisation has been categorically
mentioned several times by the Joint Secretary
of India’s health ministry for speeding up the
spread of novel coronavirus.16

Date

17:15

March 23

#ChineseVirusCorona

14:35

March 26

#ChineseVirus19

23:35

March 27

#ChineseBioterrorism

14:25

April 1

#nizamuddinidiots

12:25

April 16

#jahiljamati

16:55

Following the emergence of Tablighi Jamaat’s
gathering in New Delhi as an epicentre of the
deadly virus during March, Hindu nationalists
have left no stone unturned in linking the
pandemic to Muslims. India Twitter was
flooded with a number of Islamophobic trends
like hashtag #कोरोना_जिहाद (Corona Jihad),
न#निजामु
ज
द्दी _के_कोरोना_जॉम्बी (Nizamuddin are
corona zombies), #MarkazCOVIDSpread,
#JamaatKaCoronaDisaster
to
name
a
few.19 Hashtags
like #Biojihad and
#TablighiJamatVirus were also trending
with the claim that Muslims are intentionally
spreading the virus.20
Since March 28, hashtag #CoronaJihad
appeared nearly 300,000 times and potentially
reached to 165 million people on Twitter.21 On
Twitter, 700,000 handles were involved in
conversations with the said hashtag that has
reached 170 million handles since March 29.22
#CoronaJihad alone had more than 250,000
interactions on Facebook since March 29. The
#CoronaJihad hashtag is the manifestation
of the idea that Muslims are weaponising the
virus against Hindus. In other words, Muslims
were painted as bioterrorists.

• Propagating Islamophobia
• Targeting Tablighi Jamaat as the hub of COVID-19
• Sinophobic rhetoric
• Highlighting alleged Hinduphobia in Arab countries
Ibid.

#ChinaLiedAndPeopleDied

Propagating Islamophobia

A review of trend campaigns by Hindu
nationalists and supporters of various Hindutva
groups reveal that following themes were
pursued by these individuals or groups:

Ibid.

March 21

Table 1 - List of prominent Twitter trends related to COVID-19 used by Hindu
nationalists (March 1 – May 31, 2020)
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Trending Time (minimum
12 hours)

Voiced via social media, anti-Muslim rhetoric
prevailing among Indian expatriates in the Gulf
countries, has invited condemnation from the
Arab countries.17 While anti-Muslim rhetoric
has been nipped in the bud, hyper-national
expatriates have been reported of using
derogatory and demeaning language against
Arab countries, more specifically, the United
Arab Emirates.18
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The vilification of Indian Muslims on social
media was aided and amplified from the
top levels of the Indian central government
all the way down to BJP’s IT Cell including
state arms, other official agencies, elected
BJP representatives and radical right-wing
supporters.23 According to a research conducted
by Equity Labs, it has been found that majority
of the users creating and sharing such content
are young men between the ages of 18 and
34.24 Several members of BJP and VHP with
verified Twitter handles were found involved
in sharing online posts with this hashtag and
other relatable hashtags. Apart from officials of
BJP and VHP, several verified Twitter handles
of Hindu nationalists were observed to be using
the said hashtag.25

There are signs that weaponisation of social
media against Muslims in recent weeks was
coordinated. A source within Facebook has
confirmed that the social media giant is
investigating the possibility that attacks were
part of a coordinated effort.27
It was also observed that some of the Hindu
nationalists which were previously involved
in amplifying attacks on Muslims during last
year’s Citizenship Amendment Act controversy
through social media were this time using
Tablighi Jamaat gathering to make a purported
claim that Muslims were purposely spreading
COVID-19.
As compared to Hindu nationalists messaging
about the so-called various types of Jihad like
‘Population Jihad’ (Muslims reproducing at a
faster rate as compared to Hindus to transform
India into a Muslim state) and ‘Love Jihad’
(Muslim men tricking Hindu women to convert
to Muslims by engaging them in romantic
relationships), experts have pointed out that
the propagation of ‘Corona Jihad’ and ‘Bio Jihad’
are the most outrageous ones and have greater
potential to force Hindu extremists towards
physical violence because people are getting
infected and dying because of the virus.28

According to analysis conducted by Equity
Labs, groups involved in propagating the
Islamophobic hashtags on Facebook were found
to be supporters of Modi, BJP or RSS.26 These
includes
• Indian Defence Force (2.8 million followers)
• BJP For India Page (580,000 followers)
• West Bengal BJP Supporters (350,000 followers)

Figure 2 – Analytics of Islamophobic Covid-19 content on Twitter (Source:
Coda Story)
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exclusive-islamophobic-disinformation-and-hate-speech-has-swampedsocial-media-during-the-coronavirus-pandemic/.
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Figure 3 - Caricature posted on Twitter showing before and after version
of Muslim terrorist, replacing suicide vest with COVID-19 virus (Source:
Twitter)
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In addition to trends, memes were weaponised
to target Muslims. Some memes linked
Muslims to malaria carrying mosquitoes, while
others showed a Muslim wearing a suicide vest
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and a vest containing COVID-19.29 One meme
portrayed China as producer of the virus while
Muslims as its distributors.30

The matic narratives ostensibly presented by
some Muslims such as Muslims are immune
to COVID-19, the virus is a divine punishment
and that Muslims are deliberately spreading
the deadly virus were woven in broader Hindu
nationalist rhetoric about Muslims.34

The misinformation targeting Muslims was
based on the assertion that Muslims are using
novel coronavirus as a tool of political violence by
intentionally coughing on people and attempting
to reduce Hindu population.31 Supporters of
the Indian Prime Minister Narendra Modi
and his political party were found sharing
misinformation on Facebook and Twitter
using #CoronaJihad, #CrushTablighiSpitters,
#MuslimMeaningTerrorist, and #BioJihad. At
least 102 viral Islamophobic fake news have
appeared up till May 16.32 In terms of factchecking fake news items related to COVID-19
from January to late April, fact checking website
BoomLive journalists wrote that 34 out of 178
stories (19 per cent) were related to communal
rumours. Most of these rumours were false
allegations directed towards Muslims for
spreading the virus.33

The modus operandi of Islamophobes in India
follows a well-established pattern of using fake
news, morphed images, outright fabrications,
and lies.35 During the COVID-19 pandemic,
a new element is added to the pattern in the
form of giving anti-Muslim flavour to genuine
reported news. Apart from the Islamophobic
hashtags, videos with false claims also went
viral on social media. An example of this is the
circulation of videos falsely accusing Tablighi
Jamaat members of spitting on various people
including police.
Targeting Tablighi Jamaat as the hub of
COVID-19
Apart from general targeting of Muslim
community, Tablighi Jamaat gathering
members were specifically targeted and rhetoric
against them was constructed, deeming them
contaminated/contaminating,
uncivilised,
deceptive and anti-national jihadists or
terrorists.36 Social media posts and hashtags.

Figure 4 - Caricature depicting Muslims pushing various forms of Jihad, and
Hindus ignoring them under the facade of secularism (Source: Strong Cities
Network)
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Figure 5 - A caricature of a Tablighi Jamaat member as a suicide bomber
using COVID-19 as explosives (Source: Twitter)
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Highlighting alleged Hinduphobia in Arab
countries
The mistreatment of Muslims in India amid
COVID-19 drew outcry from Arab countries.
Prominent voices from Arab countries tweeted
against rising tendency of Hindutva in India
and the mistreatment of Muslims amidst
COVID-19. Consequently, Hindu nationalists
started trending #Hinduphobia_in_Arab on
April 22 to highlight alleged Hinduphobia in
Arab countries. The trend continued to trend
for about 11 hours.39

Figure 6 – Caricature accusing China as a producer of the virus and Tablighi
Jamaat members as its distributors (Source: Twitter)

In March, images started appearing on social
media which circulated conspiracy theories about
China and Tablighi Jamaat. From April onwards,
images comparing Tablighi Jamaat members or
Indian Muslims to terrorists or venomous snakes
gained wide traction on social media. Specific

ISLAMOPHOBIC VIOLENT ATTACKS
Following the outbreak of coronavirus,
stigmatisation of Indian Muslims has led to
increased religiously-motivated violence and
vigilantism in India.40 With soaring fake news
against them, the Muslims of India are fighting
the disease, with medical facilities denied, amid
social and economic boycotts, and a rising
verbal, physical and psychological harassment.41
Islamophobic crimes are reaching new highs
with violent mob attacks on Muslim families
and places of worship. Such attacks have
specifically hiked in New Delhi, Karnataka,
Telangana and Madhya Pradesh.42 The Global
Multi-Dimensional Poverty Index Report of
2018, found Muslims among the poorest groups
within India with one out of every three persons
living in multi-dimensional poverty.43 Muslims
are therefore, systemically subjected to a higher
infection rate, higher spread-rate comes in
tandem.44

trends like #nizamuddinidiots, #jahiljamati,
MarkazCOVIDSpread, #JamaatKaCoronaDisaster
and #TablighiJamatVirus were trending on India
Twitter. Twitter with the sole aim of blaming

Tablighi Jamaat’s gathering for spreading
COVID-19 in India.
Sinophobic rhetoric

In addition to sharp increase in Islamophobia
rhetoric on social media platforms, a notable
surge of Sinophobic rhetoric was also
observed.37 In early March, #ChineseVirus
and #WuhanVirus started trending which
indicates a growing clamour for holding
China responsible for the virus.38 On March
27, #ChineseBioterrorism was trending on
India Twitter for 14 hours. The trend was an
attempt to project the coronavirus pandemic
as bioterrorism by China. From mid-March
onwards, the trend shifted from blaming China
to Tablighi Jamaat’s gathering for spreading
COVID-19.
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THE ROLE OF RELIGIONISED ‘PSUEDOSCIENCE’

warding off the disease.49 The International
Society for Krishna Consciousness (ISKCON), a
Hindu religious organisation used distilled cow
urine as a sanitiser.50 While the consumption of
cow urine and cow dung have become a part
of mainstream political lexicon, evidencebased research has so far remained unable to
find scientific evidence of its utility for human
health.51

Promotion of scientifically ill-rooted ideas and
conjectures based upon Hindu-nationalist
ideological inclinations have surged in India,
particularly after BJP’s rise to power. This
entails appealing the Indian citizens with
an idea of the ancient India, thriving upon
the principles of science, technology and
philosophy. The political leadership of BJP has
engineered an ideologically-motivated interplay
of science, pseudo-science and myths, leading
to the generation of a ‘religionised science’ and
‘scientisised religion’.45 The BJP government
in 2014, had also established the Ministry of
Ayurveda, Yoga & Naturopathy, Unani, Siddha,
and Homeopathy (AYUSH) as well.46

ASSESSING THE BJP OUTLOOK
With fears of an ‘Apartheid Era’ kick-starting
in India, the politicisation of the coronavirus
outbreak against religious minorities is the
most visible aspect of BJP-led response to the
outbreak.52 Individuals linked to the Tablighi
Jamaat gathering are being heavily tested, a
move being deemed as scapegoating Muslims.53
On the other hand, Hindu nationalists, at
several instances have easily evaded the need
of physical distancing. For instance, in earlyApril, thousands of Hindu devotees assembled
in temples across West Bengal to celebrate
Ram Navami.54 Table 3 presents number of
congregational events including those attended
by political leadership of BJP, uninviting any
condemnation from state authorities.

The coronavirus outbreak has also come
with its due share of BJP-led pseudo-science
medical ascriptions, misinformation and
disinformation. As the infectious disease
spread at a breakneck speed in China, the
Ministry of AYUSH on January 29 issued an
advisory titled “Homoeopathy for Prevention
of Corona Virus Infections: Unani Medicines
Useful in Symptomatic Management of Corona
Virus Infection” which recommended that
“homoeopathy medicine Arsenicum Album 30
could be taken as prophylactic medicine against
coronavirus infections” along with several other
traditional remedies.47 Widely practiced across
India, homeopathic medication was found to
be completely ineffective by a 2015 Australian
research.48
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March 11, 2020, https://gulfnews.com/world/asia/india/indians-fightingcoronavirus-ministers-singing-go-corona-go-to-devotees-burning-effigiesof-coronasur-1.1583920332008 and Danish Siddiqui, “Hindu group offers
cow urine in a bid to ward off coronavirus,” Reuters, last modified March 14,
2020, https://www.reuters.com/article/us-health-coronavirus-india-cowurine-pa/hindu-group-offers-cow-urine-in-a-bid-to-ward-off-coronavirusidUSKBN2110D5.
49

Apart from homeopathic medication, BJP’s
fight against coronavirus incorporated the
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consuming cow dung and cow urine for
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of healthcare providers transpired into many
Indians taking to the streets, ruling out physical
distancing.62 The hastily imposed lockdown
by the BJP government came with its own
fallouts. As the economic hubs in the country
shut down, hundreds of thousands of migrants
trekked back to their homes.63 Many lost lives in
the process.64 Physical distancing was naturally
absent.

Estimated Strength

Kapil Mishra holds a rally
February 29

against so-called ‘Jihadi vio-

~1,200

lence’ in Jaipur, Rajasthan.55
BJP supporters welcome BJP
March 12

BJP leader Jyotiraditya Scindia

Hundreds

Scindia in Bhopal.56
All India Hindu Mahasabha
March 14

threw a ‘gaumutra party’ in

CONCLUSION

~200

Delhi.57

As the infectious disease broke out in India,
Prime Minister Modi was expected to bankroll
the health-crisis to nourish the political
cult surrounding him by emerging as the
‘problem-solver’.65 Contrarily, the policies
adopted by the Prime Minister Modi and BJP’s
political leadership are rather retrogressive
and manifest a lack of commitment to human
security. As morbidity and mortality resulting
from COVID-19 rapidly increase in India, the
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religious extremism and hyper-nationalism.
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of countrywide lockdown
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