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Down, down, down. Would thefall -+
never come toan end! ‘I wonder how
many miles I've fallen by this time?’
she said aloud. ‘Tmustbe getting
somewhere near the centre of the
earth...

— Ahce s Adventures in Wonder-
land (1865), Lewis Carroll

Today marks the first day of the
world’s biggest Social Media Elec-
tion. More than a decade of in-
novation, investment and imagina-
tion by the world’s biggesttech-
nology companies will converge
with 142 million voters across 20
statesand Union territoriesin the
first phase of Election 2019. Over the
next five weeks, outside the hotand
dusty campaign rallies, much of the
war will be fought on WhatsApp,
Facebook, Twitter, TikTok and
Instagram.

To put this in context:
P Internet users in India were
estimated at 566 million in Decem-
ber 2018. Rural users comprise 250
million, which was the national
total at the time of the 2014 election.
» Mobile data in India is the chea-
pestin the world and costs about
one-tenth of what itdid twoyears
ago.
» Indians are consumingand
creating huge quantities of video.
P The fastest growth in users on any
major social media platformisin
" India.
» Video ismost popular because the
primary access for information and
entertainment for most of thenew
usersis viamobile devices.

WhatsApp, which has about 300
million users inIndia, is the largest
video platform here. But YouTube,
Facebook and Instagram are also
growing rapidly. The Chinese short-
video app TikTok, which waslaun-
ched in Indiajustlast year, is alrea-
dy exploding in usage especially
among the rural young. Last week
the Madras High Court asked the
central government to ban TikTok
because it ‘encourages pornograp-
hy’. The Supreme Courthasagreed
tohear an urgent plea againstthe

* order by TikTok’s owner ByteDan-

ce. TikTok is one of the world’smost
downloaded apps with over 500

- million users.

‘You see [TikTok] videosare bemg
created by construction workers, by
bike mechanics— it’sreally per-
colated down,” Medianama founder
and editor Nikhil Pahwa told me.
‘For any political party; the primary
means of outreach tovoters is going
tobe WhatsApp. Many of the parties

arenotaware of TikTok, butjustgive

itacouple of years. The nextelection
might well be fought on TikTok.’
Most mobile internet users seem to
prefer video over text because they
cannotread English, and default
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interfaces in mostappsare in Eng-
lish. Videois the first taste of the
internetfor millions of young
Indians.

This election we will head down
our ownrabbit hole,and asdid
Lewis Carroll’s Alice, spot doors
and cupboards as we descend, full of
gimmicks, stratagems and blan-
dishments. Careless and gullible
users will share and forward mil-
lions of textmessages and videos
that are sometimes hilarious but
often sinister and loaded with hate,
fakenewsand propaganda.

Can we keep our heads above the
water? Authorities and watchdogs
aretrying. Social media platforms
haveappointed India grievance
officers. The major political parties
haveformidableIT cells,butare
both perpetratorsand victims of
divisive campaigns. Social media
enable partiestoslice, diceand
distert existing content. For in-
stance, Congress issued a spoof BJP
manifesto, complete with ‘Ek Bha-
rat Berozgaar (unemployed) Bha-
rat’, ostensibly from the ‘Bharatiya
Jumla Party’.

Togive it due credit, the Election
Commission (EC)issued social
media guidelines way back in 2013,
and has again spelled out rulesand
cautions for the mega-election
starting today. ‘Various Social
Media platforms shall alsoremain
under the close and stringent vigil
o of the Commission for any content
2 @ aimed at vitiating the electoral
.u process or designed todisturb
= peace, tranquillity, social harmony

and public order,” the EC said.

Media Cerﬁﬁcaﬁon and Monito-
ring Committees (MCMC) have been
setup at state and districtlevels.
Every candidate is expected todis-
close his or her social media acco-
unts, and every political advertise-
menton electronic and social media
hasto be pre-certified by an MCMC,
which also includesa ‘social media
expert’. There is some transparency
on political advertising. Googlehad
published details of spending by
different political parties, and Face-
book —already under fire after the
2016 US election, and the more recent
New Zealand mosque massacres—
has taken down hundreds of pages
and accounts associated with parties
for ‘coordinated inauthentic be-
haviour’.

Disseminating incorrect informa-
tion isnotillegal. Platforms cannot
shut down fake news websites, but
can crack down on inauthentic:
behaviour patterns like multiple
‘bursts’ from a single account. Fake
news, however, ismanufactured and
distributed on scale for the purpose
of misleading people.

Manipulators of social media also
render nonsensical the EC’s Model
Code of Conduct’s limits on campa-
igning 48 hours before polling
begins, because individuals can
continueto propagate misinforma-
tion. ‘It's an exercise in futility,’
Pahwa says. Youcanask TV chan—
nels and newspapers to not publish
fakenews. But you can’t stop in-
dividualsfrom sharing old and
poisonous videos. B

The weaponisation of social medla
is also easily amplified in a polari- -
sed and divided nation, and we have
noteven begun to plumb the depths
to which our hostile neighbours
mightbe descendingto influence
and disrupt our elections—on the
lines of the alleged Russian inter-
ference in the US presidential
election. That would mean going
down anotherrabbithole. -
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