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Abstract:

This study employs network theory to bring into context the use of digital media during the Indian
General Assembly elections of 2014. It attempts to map out the network found on Twitter, a social
media platform that was increasingly used to promote and campaign for the candidacy of Narendra
Modi as Prime Minister and its potential influence upon his political party and alliances gaining a
significant majority of the votes. It bases its foundation within media theories and analyses the
networks of accounts and discourse found on Twitter through the humanities perspective. The analysis
is done with the help of digital method tools, namely Gephi and Web-Scraper which is connected to
the political scenario of the 2014 Lok Sabha or General Assembly elections in India and the possible
implications of social network analysis in real-life contexts. A brief introduction to Indian politics is
also presented for the readers ease of understanding of the themes discussed.Further research into the
topic is proposed from various angles and the paper concludes with an understanding of the Twitter

network and the Bharatiya Janata Party’s well-established presence within the social media network.

Keywords: Social Media, Twitter, Network Analysis, Gephi, Web-scraper, Indian Elections, Narendra
Modi
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Introduction

In recent years, online platforms have come to harbour a significant role within democratic elections
held all around the world. The presence of an open public sphere is deemed an integral phenomenon
for the progress of a democracy. With the era of new media technologies harboring in online public
spheres, social media platforms have been seen in a different light than just for the purpose of
connecting people across the world. With increased online participation, people are now starting to
have open discourse on public issues and social media has not just been used to start revolts but also

be the harbingers of systemic change. (Gladwell 2010)

The role of social media and online campaigning within elections and referendums has been discussed
quite a lot within academia. Be it the US Presidential elections of 2016 or the Brexit polls, the role of
social media has been questioned repeatedly. India has 270 million Facebook users as of October
2019 ("Facebook Users By Country 2019 | Statista" 2020) and boasts one of the largest representative
democracies in the world. The extensive use of social media to support election campaigns was first
seen in the General Assembly elections of 2014 and has only been increasing ever since.
(Belair-Gagnon 2015) Thus presenting the Indian diaspora as an active user-base of social media

services.

Recent studies claim that more than 8 major marketing companies have been involved in the online
election campaigns for the National Democratic Alliance (NDA) which ended their campaigns with a
historic win entailing a significant and clear majority within the Assembly. ("A Marketing Lens On
The 2014 Indian Elections | The Evoc Blog" 2020) These networks are not just confined to marketing
within a certain region, but lead to a larger unexplored network of accounts connected within multiple
popular applications or platforms. This could lead to potential important nodes providing significant
insight to the marketing networks that exist in India. Twitter was one of the channels wherein people
were actively discussing trending politics and election campaigns. Understanding a network like that

could present grounding insights to the arena of social media network analysis.

Democracy and Freedom of Thought

The moral and ethical implications of social media influences in democratic elections have been a
topic of discussion in recent times. This makes it integral to understand what makes democracy and

democratic elections important for the functioning of contemporary societies. In the following



paragraphs, the author attempts to lay out a summary of the development of the concept to justify the

importance of discussing the concept.

Starting from ancient Greece, freedom and democracy were understood to work hand in hand,
establishing clear positions for developments in classical philosophy and science. The Funeral Oration
(circa 430 B.C.E) written by Pericles refers to the openness and freedom which are celebrated and
directly attributed to Athenian democracy as opposed to the militaristic Spartan regime. Freedom in
the eyes of Aristotle came as “the telos, or goal, which democracy was designed to foster” (Beetham
2004). The Athenian democracy frowned upon those who did not actively participate and encouraged
freedom of speech because of their essentiality in argument and debate. Different opinions were

essential to public debates, leading to a strive for evolution and correctitude within people.

The active resistance of free subjects in democratic-systems is a symptom of the current
representation of democracy failing to support mass-opinions, resulting in revolutionary actions or
innovations. If we were to speak of individual freedom in a mass society, cyberspace in the early years
represented this (Al Mahmoud, 2017). Freedom of speech as a human right is core in democratic
societies, both virtual and terrestrial (ibid). The internet fostered individual, inconsequential freedom
of speech, with the support of anonymity (Barlow, 1996). Thus heralding in the internet as an open

space for discussions and debates, considered analogous to the public sphere.

The public sphere is best defined by Habermas as a virtual or imaginary community which does not
necessarily exist in any identifiable space. In its ideal form, the public sphere is "made up of private
people gathered together as a public and articulating the needs of society with the state". ("Jiirgen

Habermas And The Public Sphere" 2020) Through acts of assembly and dialogue, the public sphere
generates opinions and attitudes which serve to affirm or challenge-therefore, to guide-the affairs of
state. In ideal terms, the public sphere is the source of public opinion needed to "legitimate authority

in any functioning democracy" (ibid).

However, in societies, where multiple opinions are colliding, only a few can be represented. Ultimate
freedom only exists in the mind of the individual. It cannot be represented. Therefore, freedom of the
mass needs a form of management of everyone’s freedom: democracy. This point is seen to and
replicated within the debates regarding the consideration of the internet as a free space or a public

sphere.



The transforming cyberspace in recent times has presented itself to be problematic, celebrated as
democratic in its early beginnings, it now causes freedom deterioration. (Omidyar 2018). This
happened not because of its democratic-state, but because of new inventions threatening both
democracy and freedom (Golumbia 2018). Free entrepreneurship allowing for individual innovations
to be applied to promote mass-freedom, introduced as innovative -salvation, can threaten democracy.
These new technologies limit information-experience, for example by algorithms decreasing free-feed
and increasingly isolates individuals in information cocoons (Pariser 2011). These information
cocoons are often referred to as the filter bubbles. They could also act as your closed network within

social media networking services.

This transforming cyberspace and its networked nature lead to it being studied within the network
analysis theories of media studies. This paper aims to use network theory to understand the
implications of such phenomenon in the context of the elections of a democractic country. The
country chosen for this study is India, owing to the lack of existing academic research within the field.
The paper aims to employ the humanities perspective to present an analysis that contributes to existing
literature by adding in a novel angle of research towards the topic. The analysis will aim to create an
understanding of the topic at hand within the basis of new media theories and network theory. With
humanities defined as “the disciplines that occupy themselves with the independent products of the
human spirits including linguistics and literary theory, history, art history, etc. Also called the sciences
humaines, humane sciences, or moral sciences” ( Leezenberg 2018, p372), the digital acts as a
humanities a subfield within the same. For the purposes of this paper, digital humanities are defined as
a “a nexus of fields within which scholars use computing technologies to investigate the kinds of
questions that are traditional to the humanities, or, as is more true of [her] ownwork, who ask
traditional kinds of humanities-oriented questions about computing technologies.” (Kathleen

Fitzpatrick, pg xi, as cited in Carter 2013)

The paper starts by laying a groundwork and contexts through a discussion of the understanding of
democracy as a core concept instead of the multifaceted definitions one can find today, an observation
of the functioning of social media services, followed by a basic understanding of the political contexts
of the Indian election of 2014. The discussion with respect to media theory is divided into two main
parts, one, the myth of social media presenting itself as the ideal public sphere, and two, network
studies and analysis. This is then applied to a methodology to study the networks found in Twitter in
the six months leading up to the 2014 Prime Ministerial elections of India to analyse the possible

implications of such networks. This analysis is used to answer the research question stated below:



In what ways did the Twitter networks formed in the months leading up to the Indian elections of

2014 create an online space for an open discourse?

The sub-questions entail -

O Are the online networks formed on Twitter through the advanced search representative of the
ground realities?

0 Does the online space present a public sphere for the people for discussions regarding the

elections? If so, how?

Theoretical Framework

Social Media and the Public Sphere

Many tend to believe that the foundation of a true democracy tends to rest upon an open public sphere
that allows a free space for the discussion of contrasting ideas to come up with solutions for problems
facing the community or the people of a certain area at a given time. The advent of new media
technologies, the presence of cyberspace and the emergence of platforms after Web 2.0 that allowed
people to post their own voices and opinions in an online void without any repercussions to

themselves, brought upon a new meaning and a new space for the existence of the public sphere.

“Disciplined and coordinated groups, whether businesses or governments, have always had an
advantage over undisciplined ones: they have an easier time engaging in collective action because
they have an orderly way of directing the action of their members. Social media can compensate for
the disadvantages of undisciplined groups by reducing the costs of coordination.” (Shirky 2011) The
discourses that would be carried out by people earlier at spaces like cafes or common areas where
people could sit and converse for as long as they wished, were now present in a new space accessible
through a screen in front of you. This screen could connect you to initially thousands, and now
millions of people all across the globe with those who also possessed a technological device that they
could use to access cyberspace. The architecture of this cyber space started out with an open
infrastructure, though with purposes different from what it is used for today, the internet provided an
unbiased and level platform to whomever had the capability to use the technologies and connected
them to a free space wherein one could voice their ideas into a space where it may or may not be

received by others.



Within a true democracy such spaces find themselves integral to its functioning.*“Securing the
freedom of personal and social communication among a state's population should be the highest
priority, closely followed by securing individual citizens' ability to speak in public. This reordering
would reflect the reality that it is a strong civil society-one in which citizens have freedom of
assembly-rather than access to Google or YouTube, that does the most to force governments to serve
their citizens.” (ibid) Non-democratic countries often tend to rely on censorship and control over the

media, not just the internet, to maintain their civil society.

As discussed by Habermas, a public sphere is successful when there is a rational critical discourse of
which everyone is a part, and supreme communication skill is the power of the argument. ("Jiirgen
Habermas And The Public Sphere" 2020) This would mean a space of discussion with equal
participation from everyone, proper representation and the opportunity to voice and listen to differing
opinions to come up with unanimous solutions. While the online platforms themselves are founded in
a manner that should allow such a situation, reality differs. Multiple socio-economic factors determine
accessibility of these platforms apart from the black-box of algorithms that forms it, which is

discussed in later parts of the paper.

Not everyone agrees with the concept of the internet being a shared public sphere. As Jodi Dean
states, “The Net is a site of conflict over the meaning, practice, and shape of the global. To that extent,
how and what it represents is inseparable from what it does. The Net is the architecture for

communicative capitalism, both as an order establishing itself and as an order being resisted”. (2003)

For the purposes of this paper, the author relies on the understanding that the internet, be it a public
sphere or a place of conflict, it is definitely a place where multifarious ideas regarding current
socio-political circumstances are discussed which may be representations or reflections of the realities

people live in.

Understanding Media Theories and Networking

This cyberspace or the internet, with the emergence of more and more users through the years gained
a complex architecture, as complex as the humanity of the people who were using it. While
acknowledging that new media is in a constant state of flux, one finds that what started out as an open

space to bring everyone to the same level, in fact replicated the same realities as those present in real



life. (Lovink 2011, p13) In a sense, “the virtual is becoming more real; it wants to penetrate and

map-out our real lives and social relationships.” (ibid)

The legacy of media has entailed its usage and communication as a one to many channel, however,
new media challenged that to bring upon a many to many communication system or a network of
communication systems for a better understanding of things. (ibid) While the marketing and
advertising agencies were used to presenting making complete use of the one to many channels, the
presence of a networked platform presented a completely new challenge to overcome. As new
platforms emerged to take their place in these new infrastructures, so did the marketing companies.

The data collected from these networks online was used to share ideas one had to a larger public.

This was an influential method for gullible audiences who did not yet understand the complete
working of these online systems. Anything assertive could be believed as the truth and untrue
information was easy to be perceived as fact. As the regulatory authorities took their own time to
understand the functioning of these systems (they still are) advertising agencies learnt to employ their
own methods of using bots and influential communication to change people’s minds and introduce

them to new ideas.

The more web 2.0 evolved, the more receptive people were to the ideas of the internet as an open
space for not just voicing their opinions but for sharing their lives. “Sharing is the fundamental and
constitutive activity of Web 2.0 in general, and social network sites in particular.” (Siitzl et al. 2012)
Sharing ideas that they may not be sharing with their friends otherwise, social media started to replace
blogging as a sort of personal diary of the users.“In other words, the use of the notion of sharing in
social network sites is metaphorical. If one of the operations of metaphors is to carry meanings and
associations from one field to another, then the talk of sharing in Web 2.0 draws on the concept of

sharing as a valued type of talk.” (ibid)

This led to multiple online platforms emerging slowly — orkut, facebook, google plus, etc. which had
to keep up with the fast paced growth of the online economy. Those which could not keep up slowly
died out but those which kept updating with the pace of the growth of the internet and its users
managed to create a position for themselves in the new world of platform capitalism. “All online
platforms are mutually connected through a shared technological infrastructure, which is fueled by
data, directed by algorithms, and structured by governance protocols and business models. This
ecosystem of connective platforms, which is crucial for each app’s widespread distribution and global

reach, is not a level playing field: some major platform operators in this ecosystem (Google, Amazon,

10



Facebook, Apple, and Microsoft) are more powerful than others.” (Van Dijck and Poell 2016) The

general impact of capitalism also replicates itself in the world of online media.

“When we speak of a platform infrastructure for online services, we refer to the complex interaction
between users, practices, technologies, and business models—a combination of human and nonhuman
actors.” (ibid) Which leads us to the presence of the network theory, wherein we can potentially

network online components to each other in some way or another.

In less ambiguous terms, “Social network analysis, or the study of society as a network of
interconnected actors, is a discipline with a 70-year-old history which predates the internet. It is
informed by a series of observations about the characteristics and behaviors of networks known as
network science, the organized study of networks based on the application of the scientific method.”
(Mejias 2012) Also employed in this paper, social network analysis allows us to understand the way
an online space is mapped. It does not aim to unearth surprising revelations, but to understand and
grasp the networks that enable the functioning and patterns that one observes within the cyber-space.
“Some authors (for example Castells, 2000; Van Dijk, 1999; Wellman,1998) have suggested that we
have experienced a shift away from a mass society to a new kind of network society: from
densely-knit urban communities that are isolated from each other but organized under the umbrella of
the nation-state, to a society comprised of diffused individuals operating in small sparsely-knit
communities not bound by location but interconnected by networks.” (ibid) With applications like

Twitter, one may even believe this statement to be true within the context of globalisation.

“In the age of networked digital exchanges, the social is even more ambivalent than ever.” (Lovink
2011, p165) Which makes the first step of understanding the networked nature of it, furthermore
integral. Lovink may not have the most simplistic approach to understanding network technologies,
however, he does point out an important aspect of software networks. “Conceptual knowledge is
embedded in software, and concepts such as “organized networks” will have the task, to put in Zizek’s
words, “to produce a symbolic fiction (a truth) that intervenes into the Real, that causes a change

within it.” (ibid, p175)

11



Twitter as a propaganda tool

“The words we choose to describe media manipulation can lead to assumptions about how
information spreads, who spreads it, and who receives it. These assumptions can shape what kinds of

interventions or solutions seem desirable, appropriate, or even possible.” (Jack 2017)

The term propaganda is often used as an umbrella term to associate with the spread of ideas that a
certain set of people tends to disagree with. “The terms advertising, public relations, public diplomacy
(or public affairs), information operations, and propaganda all describe deliberate, systematic
information campaigns, usually conducted through mass media forms — the press, broadcast media,
digital media, public events and exhibitions, and so on.” (ibid) This allows for the blending of these

terms and their use to be quite fluid.

As the next part of the paper shall introduce, the Twitter presence of the election winning party in
2014 - the Bharatiya Janata Party, is often considered a subject of attention when considering the
factors that led to the Party’s successful campaign. It is integral to define the terminology one adheres
to describe and understand the working of the networks, and the general online presence of the party,
be it through a predetermined campaign or organic virality. Organic virality, in this case being the
spread of a discourse centered on BJP on Twitter in a short amount of time, without any promotional
campaign or push by the party to the platform to ensure that certain content shows up on the timelines
of certain users, as in like sponsored content. Often, it is seen that the use of online bots is determined
as a propaganda tool, however, studies show that such bots on Twitter are not recognisable by
contemporary standards. Moving forward within the research conducted for this paper and considering

the scope, the use of bots, while acknowledged as a factor, is not accounted for.

When studying a platform like Twitter, one should definitely note that, “Estimates conducted on
Twitter report that, on average, social bots account for 9% to 15% of total active platform users. This
notable percentage is highly due to the crucial issue that automated accounts evolve over time: in a
large-scale experiment, it has been proved that neither Twitter admins, nor tech-savvy social media
users, nor cutting-edge applications were able to tell apart evolving bots and legitimate users.”
(Calderalli 2019) The high percentage is a suggested estimate revealed in another study by using a
classification framework that leverages more than a thousand features extracted from public data and
meta-data about users: friends, tweet content and sentiment, network patterns, and activity time series.

(Varol et. al., 2017)
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While it is considered necessary to acknowledge the statistics and the crucial role of bots when
considering the Twitter as a propaganda tool, for the purposes of this research, the focus lies on the
most interconnected nodes or accounts instead of considering the entire data set which helps us reduce
our possibilities of analysing a bot profile within the network analysis. This is explained further in the

methodology and analysis presented.

“Expressions of solidarity can be used as a means of garnering support|...] Social media disseminate
appeals to supporters and fellow protestors for financial support, either for the moment as a whole or
for individual activists seeking funding for protest purposes.” (Highfield 2016, p113) Social media, in
this case, Twitter, is also used as a means of garnering support for certain ideologies or political
participants, be it just a vocalised preference or at times monetary funding. There also exists a flip side
to the debate presented around the use of online media, specifically in the case of online media and
considering if the online is just a representation of the realities which are duplicated in an exaggerated
manner. “-they are not the actual demonstrations themselves, but provide reports and responses to
what is happening in marches, occupations and meetings.” (ibid) This can also be connected back to
the idea of online mediascape being a public sphere or just another banal representation or void
wherein people voice their ideas and record and present them to feel a part of something bigger than

themselves.

A Brief History of Indian Politics

The subject of politics pertaining to any country with a rich history can seem either unabashedly
complex or surprisingly simple to the novel eye. The Republic of India is a relatively young
democracy, having gained freedom in 1947, the current Prime Minister of the country, Narendra
Modi, is only the 15th person in the line of country leaders who have been in his position. ("List Of
Prime Ministers Of India" 2020) The country is one of the few to have both a Prime Minister and

President as the leading diplomatic representatives of the country.

The Indian political system and legal standings consist of a sovereign, social, secular democratic
republic as stated by the preamble within the constitution of India. The country lays its legal
understandings on three branches — the legislative, those directly elected by the public of India, the
representatives of the people, the executive, those who are (sometimes) elected and trained to be in the

positions and responsibilities allotted to them, and the judicial, which forms the state of law. These
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three branches are expected to be kept separated from each other for the proper functioning of the
country. The government issued textbooks in school, often refer to them as the three pillars of
democracy (as per the Indian government issued NCERT textbooks for the subject of Political
Sciences, accessed via ncert.nic.in) and continue forth to present the press and its freedom as the
fourth pillar keeping the previous three in check. This is comparable to the concept of the fourth
estate, when continuing the metaphor, the clergy, the nobility, and the commoners are the executive,
the judicial and the legislative, respectively. This forms the basic foundation of the functioning of the

representative democratic system of the Republic of India.

Now, due to the expansive size of the country, both in terms of territory and people, the Republic of
India forms an electorate of approximately 900 million. To handle the elections of such a large
number of people is a task in itself, hence the elections are done for separate assemblies of
representatives. These are divided according to the states and one general parliamentary assembly for
all the states which convenes in the capital of the country. It is the election of these representatives
that form the General Assembly which is the focus of this paper. These elections occur every five

years, hence the reference to the elections in 2014.

The elections of 2014 were considered a turning point as they were the first in many years to present a
significant change among the ruling majority party and were thus considered historic. These election
results are often partly attributed to the newer methods of campaigning, especially through the use of
new media technologies. As stated in the introduction, India forms one of the largest user-bases of
social media platforms which allows the electoral parties to make their impact and voice heard
through these platforms. While this paper focuses on the use of Twitter, the applications like

Facebook, Whatsapp, Instagram, Snapchat and YouTube are also often used for the same purposes.

The subsequent change of a majority ruling party, after a significant period of 10 years and more
when considering coalition governments, in 2014 elections created questions and doubts regarding the
sudden and notable difference in the people’s leanings. Leading up to the elections, claims were made
about the peddling of fake news on the online platforms. However, doubts and general public opinion
at that time pointed to the sharing of made up stories and news among gullible audiences as the main
constituent of the so called fake news being spread around. To the extent that new systems and
third-party fact-check websites were set up to ensure that the news articles going viral were verified
facts or hypothesised instances or even at times, fabricated stories to misrepresent a certain group of

people.
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Through research and studies in further years it was revealed that there were certain definitive
propaganda methods being used online much to the dismay of people. ("A Marketing Lens On The
2014 Indian Elections | The Evoc Blog" 2020) But, these revelations did not make much of an impact
on the concerned public leading them to be used again in the recent elections of 2019, the results of
which pointed to an even larger influence of the use of social media tactics, which continues till today.
While this forms a discourse regarding the ethical and moral side of the use of campaign tactics in the
election of the ruling party, one could consider these tactics a part of influencing the final vote and
having a potential impact on the creation of the networks analysed in the later parts of the paper.

However, determining the direct causality and impact of such revelations falls out of the scope of this

paper.

One should duly note the following facts as they present further context into understanding why the
election of 2014 is considered for network analysis and study within this paper. “Historically only
around 55% of those eligible to do so, cast their vote in Indian national elections. However, turnout
for the 2014 election broke records with 66.38% of those eligible casting a vote and turnout in 2019
again broke the record at 67.11%.” ("Indian Political System" 2020) Though these numbers show
tangible progress, the voice of almost 33% eligible voters either still remains unheard or is contributed
to the NOTA option, that is ‘none of the above’ wherein they consider none of the candidates to be

capable of representing them.

In 2014, the election results were considered a turning point for the country since something
significant had taken place for the first time since 1994, “The Bharatiya Janata Party, with Narendra
Modi as its prime ministerial candidate, secured a historic victory in the general elections held that
month. After thirty long years, a single party succeeded in winning a clear and decisive mandate on its
own: 282 seats in a house of 544.” ("Modi’S India: Will The Turning Point Be Followed By A Point
Of Return?" 2020) “The result was a turning point in another important respect. The Indian National
Congress, India’s oldest political party that had ruled for the longest period (forty-nine years) since
the country’s independence in 1947, suffered its worst-ever electoral defeat. For a party that had
secured outright majority in seven previous elections, and had led or supported six coalition
governments, the tally was a measly forty-four seats.” (ibid) This came as evidential result of the
people’s exasperation with the earlier ruling party which had come under scrutiny for corruption and

scandals time and again in the years preceding the 2014 elect