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= This study attempts to answer the question: Does the digital divide
in Pakistan affect values connected to democratic citizenship, such
as knowledge, tolerance, and engagement between Muslim and
minority religious communities.

= The study compares two valleys in the region of Gilgit-Baltistan,
one which lacks internet access of any kind, and the other with
internet connectivity.

= Through interviews with local residents from both valleys, the study
explores residents' knowledge and awareness of major issues per-
taining to religious minorities in Pakistan and provides a qualitative
and comparative understanding of the relationship.

= Data suggests Muslim locals who have access to the Internet and
who use social media are more knowledgeable and willing to
engage in protests in support of religious minorities than their
counterparts who do not.

= Digital platforms work as alternative media, differing from Pakistani
mainstream media in terms of content and dissemination, by pro-
viding alternative perspectives on socio-political issues.

= Findings from this study suggest that these values of democratic
citizenship could be enhanced through improving access to inter-
net infrastructure, initiating digital media literacy programmes,
online inter-faith harmony campaigns, and, most importantly,
monitoring the digital public sphere to reduce polarisation between
different religious groups.

= This preliminary study of two valleys situated in a reIativeJy/gnjqae//
socio-economic context suggests further reg@/a;chﬂn/aTgital divide
and attitudes of the majority)gmuptovv?j?as marginal social groups.




After over 30 years of dictatorship, Pakistan's 2018 general election
was the third consecutively peaceful democratic transition of power
since independence. Historically, Pakistan has endured a certain
instability of political institutions due to its experience of military
dictatorships, the indirect effects of which are still evident. It is
compounded by the challenge of developing the qualities of egal-
itarianism and good citizenship among people, especially towards
marginalised social groups. This becomes important because the
political knowledge, tolerance, and engagement of the citizenry,
collectively conceptualized as ‘democratic citizenship’ in this study,
are considered to be some of the normative and essential elements
of any egalitarian society.! Scholars have indicated that the political
knowledge citizens possess positively influences their democratic
attitudes and behaviours. Political theorist Galston writes, “...the
more knowledge citizens have of political principles and institu-
tions, the more likely they are to support core democratic prin-
ciples, starting with tolerance” and the more knowledge citizens
have, the more likely they are to participate in public matters."”

The extant literature suggests that digital communication technol-
ogies, such as the internet and social media, support citizens in
acquiring these democratic traits irrespective of the political con-
text.? The normative assumption is that new media have expanded
people’s capacity for information, communication, and expression,
leading to more democratic citizenship. Nevertheless, the existing
scholarship is predominantly from Western societies, lacking a full
understanding of other political contexts, notably that of devel-
oping nations and emerging democracies like Pakistan. Besides,
previous studies have rarely focused on how new media changes
its users’ democratic citizenship vis-a-vis minority groups in their
communities.
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Pakistan was founded in August 1947 based on the critical narrative
that minority Muslims in the Indian subcontinent should acquire

an independent state to protect their fundamental rights.* Today,
there are several non-Muslim minority groups in Pakistan, and the
failure to fully protect them has been challenging the country's
underlying ideology.> According to the 2017 census, a little less than
5% of Pakistan's population is non-Muslim. Hindu (1.8%) and Chris-
tian (1.6%) communities are the two dominant groups within the
minorities. Since the new government took office in July 2018, at
least 31 deaths, 58 injuries, seven attacks on places of worship, and
25 blasphemy cases against religious minorities have been report-
ed.® On the other side, the Constitution of Pakistan safeguards the
rights of minorities by protecting their interests and representing
them in national and provincial assemblies on reserved seats. How-
ever, the constitutional protections and institutional representa-
tions do not always align with the opinions and actions of citizens.
It is hoped that through the use of digital media, Pakistani citizens
could get better acquainted with religious minorities, which could
potentially lead to a positive change in attitudes and behaviours.
Thus, this paper seeks to explore the impact of the internet and
social media on democratic citizenship (i.e., knowledge, tolerance
and engagement) of the Pakistani Muslim majority regarding non-
Muslim minorities.
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In February 2019, the provincial information minister Fayyaz-ul-
Hasan Chohan was swiftly removed after making controversial

and derogatory remarks against Hindus in the wake of a recent air
combat engagement between the Pakistani and Indian militaries.
The decision to dismiss the minister was taken following an online
movement against him instigated by Kapil Dev, a high-profile Paki-
stani Hindu activist, whose tweets went viral.” Civil society activists
from across the country condemned the minister for using the
words ‘Hindu' and ‘India’ interchangeably.® The forced removal of
the provincial minister shows the influential and emerging role of
social media in mobilising the public on issues of national impor-
tance, having a positive influence on Pakistani democracy in the
long term. This event was one of the notable cases linked to the
Hindu community and general citizen engagement in contempo-
rary Pakistan. The civil society recently also contributed to making
#SindhRejectsForcedConversion one of the most tweeted hashtags
on Twitter in Pakistan.® To give some context, the forced conver-
sion of underage girls from religious minorities by extremist goons
has been a critical issue in Sindh province.' When some new cases
occurred in June 2020, the hashtag was seen trending across Paki-
stani social media networks.
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Figure 1: A Hindu Activist Shared a Screenshot of
the Hashtag Thanking Progressive Muslims."

Q Bhevish Kumar Maheshwari @iambhevishk - Jun6

Thank you comrades, especially my progressive Muslim fraternity for
making #SindhRejectsForcedConversions trend on top for constant 12
hours ¢, This is our response to constant oppression and extremism
against minorities and actual owners of this land. 225k is not an easy job

#SindhRejectsForcedConversions
225K Tweets

Furthermore, Pakistan sent a positive message to the world by
opening the Kartarpur Corridor, which connects Pakistan with
India, allowing Sikh devotees from the neighbouring country to visit
the Gurdwara Darbar Sahib without a visa. Gurdwara Darbar Sahib

is the shrine of Guru Nanak, the founder of Sikhism. It is located

in the Punjab province of Pakistan and is one of the holiest sites
for the Sikh community in the world. News related to the open-

ing ceremony circulated widely on mainstream media and social
media, indirectly educating Muslim Pakistanis about members of
other religions in the country. Moreover, this project was collec-
tively supported by politicians. Another example of politicians
endorsing interreligious tolerance on social media is Prime Minister
Imran Khan's series of posts regarding the Kartarpur Corridor.?

As a result, Pakistanis are increasingly accepting and aware of the
existence and grievances of the millions of people from religious
minorities in their country.
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Likewise, the recent federal government land allocation and ap-
proval for constructing the first temple for the Hindu community

in Islamabad is a promising step. Although extremists spread hate
speech against Hindus and vandalised the initial construction,
online discourse supporting the temple’s construction and religious
minorities’ rights was also notably visible, as were offline protests
in favour of the temple’s construction by civil society in the capital.”
In conclusion, the internet and social media have enabled Pakistani
civil society members to directly acquire information, communi-
cate, and express their opinions about events related to Pakistani
religious minorities; also, to translate their online pro-minority
behaviours into offline actions.™
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In recent years, digital media penetration in Pakistan has been
growing significantly. According to the Pakistan Telecommunication
Authority, as of August 2020, there are 85 million 3G/4G subscrib-
ers (40% penetration) and 169 million cellular connections (80%
penetration).' There are also more than 37 million active social
media users.’® Facebook is the most popular social networking site,
and WhatsApp is the most popular instant messaging application."’
In 2020, there was an increase of 17% of internet subscribers, 6.2%
of mobile connections, and 7% of active social media users com-
pared to the previous year.'® This number could grow exponentially
as the state has recently launched the “Digital Pakistan” initiative to
expand digital connectivity. However, the digital divide still exists
on a large scale, especially in the digitally unconnected rural areas
where close to two-thirds (64%) of the population resides.?® The dig-
ital divide is not only between urban and rural areas but also exists
between gender and generation in the male-dominant and young
population of Pakistan.?! Currently, the significant majority of social
media users are between 18-34 years old (75%) and male (79%).2?
These users are likely to have high socioeconomic status and to be
from urban areas.

The growth in internet usage demonstrates the potential for digital
democracy in Pakistan. Digital democracy includes public admin-
istration via digital apps, online deliberation on civic issues, me-
diated contact with politicians, and many other such possibilities.
However, among the socio-political
challenges mentioned in the

introduction section, interreligious
relations in Pakistan attract news

media attention worldwide. Never-
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study exploring the association between the growing popularity of
digital media and evolving relationships between religions. Hence,
it is an opportune moment to investigate whether the internet

and social media platforms can promote democratic citizenship -
defined for the purposes of this study as knowledge, tolerance, and
the engagement levels of people with respect to marginalised social
groups. In the past, traditional media has played a role in modern-
ising different parts of the world, and in the present, digital media
could play the role of democratisation.?® This paper examines

the (un)democratic citizenship impact of the digital divide in two
remote adjacent valleys of Pakistan to investigate these normative
assumptions.
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The two valleys in the study are comprised entirely of Muslim
residents and located in Gilgit-Baltistan - the region also known as
the Western Himalayas of Pakistan. Only one valley has an internet
connection, but both valleys have access to satellite television and
radio services.

| explore whether local people from a valley with internet access
show more knowledge, tolerance, and willingness to engage with
issues concerning Hindu and Christian religious minorities in Pa-
kistan compared to their counterparts. In general, locals can only
know about other faiths via media or opinion leaders, such as cler-
ics. Face-to-face contact and learning opportunities with members
of other religions are not readily available unless people from out-
side the region travel to the valleys for tourism or business purpos-
es. Both valleys are culturally similar but socioeconomically slightly
different. In other words, the populations of both valleys speak the
same language, follow the same faith (but different denominations;
both populations have Shia and Noorbakhshia Muslims), and have
similar cultural characteristics due to their geographical proximity
(a distance of approximately 20 kilometres separates them). The
valley with internet access is more developed (e.g., better road in-
frastructure and educational institutions) and has a bigger popula-
tion than the valley without internet access, which is located at the
furthest point of the region.

The valley with internet access is known as “sub-Masherbrum” (it
comprises Gulshan-e-Kabir, Sino, and Thagas villages, and con-
sists of 1078 households), and the valley without internet access
is known as “Kondus” (representing five small villages, including
Khorkondo, Lachet, Choghogrong, Thang, and Karmanding, and
544 households). Moreover, variability in internet services is not
purely natural. For instance, among several factors, the Kondus
valley has a small population with a particular terrain, which might
require more than one telecom tower to provide signals to its five
small villages, which are at some distance from each other.



Figure 2: Aerial View of the Two Remote Valleys Located
in the Gilgit-Baltistan (Google Maps).

For the purpose of comparing attitudes and behaviours regarding
religious minorities in Pakistan, | asked the following three central
questions to locals from both valleys.

a) In your opinion, what are the political issues, including
political rights, political challenges, etc., of Hindus and
Christians in Pakistan?

b) Can you name some of the Hindu and Christian politicians
in Pakistan?

c) Do you know that Pakistan's supreme court recently freed
a Christian lady from prison due to a lack of evidence about
an act of blasphemy in Punjab?

d) Do you know that last year a Hindu girl, a BDS student, was
found dead in her hostel room in Sindh, which became a big
issue related to minorities' safety?

In your opinion, do you think Hindu and Christian religious

minorities in Pakistan should be free to express their political

views like Muslims are?

Are you willing to participate in a protest or demonstration for

the protection of Hindu and Christian religious minorities in

Pakistan?



A total of twenty-four semi-structured interviews with only male
participants were conducted, twelve from each valley. According
to qualitative analysts, twelve interviews are a reliable number to
extract meta themes.?* Interview data was collected in May 2020
via a research assistant, and audio-recorded for analysis. Adult
respondents across age, education, and income groups were
included. The average age of participants from each valley was 33,
ranging between 24 to 60 years old from the valley with internet
(sub-Masherbrum), and 25 to 50 years old from the valley with-
out internet (Kondus). The average income of participants from
both valleys was similar, but the average education level from the
valley with the internet was higher than its counterpart. All the
interviewees from Kondus valley belonged to the Shia denomina-
tion of Islam. However, sub-Masherbrum valley interviewees were
mixed, being from the Shia and Noorbakshia denominations of
Islam. Interviews were conducted in the ‘Balti’ language, a dialect
of the Tibetan language spoken in the Baltistan region of Pakistan
where the two valleys are located. Lastly, it is essential to note
that this study only interviewed locals who had not spent a signif-
icant amount (e.g., more than a year) of their lives outside their
native valleys and the Gilgit-Baltistan region.
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Firstly, when the interviewees were asked about their daily life in
the valley, many from the valley with internet access brought up
the increasing role of social media in their everyday life. In contrast,
some interviewees from the valley without internet access men-
tioned their lack of communication facilities. It is to be noted that
these responses might have been influenced by the consent form
for the interview, where the research topic was introduced. Face-
book, WhatsApp, and YouTube were the most popular social media
platforms among interviewees from the valley with internet access,
and most of them spend more than three hours on their favourite
platform every day. Google was the most common search engine
among internet users.

When asked “how do you keep yourself informed about what is
going on in Pakistan?”, all interviewees from the valley with internet
access explicitly said they got most of their information through the
internet and from social media platforms. In contrast, most inter-
viewees from the valley without internet access reported that they
received information from traditional media, primarily television. It
must be mentioned here that with the help of satellite television, lo-
cals access not only national media channels but also international
ones, such as Indian media channels, the content of which is easier
for them to understand due to language similarities between Urdu
and Hindi.

They were also specifically asked about their sources of information
about religious issues and minorities in Pakistan, mainly about Hin-
dus and Christians and their problems. Again, most interviewees
from the valley with internet access named the internet and social
media, with examples. A majority of them explained that they do
not intentionally search for such information on digital platforms,
but the exposure is incidental. This finding is in line with the notion
of incidental cross-cutting exposure, which argues that although
social media algorithms may play a role in forming echo-chambers,
there is always the possibility of incidental learning via different
groups, pages, friends, and friends of friends.? According to inci-
dental learning literature, social media usage frequency is the key
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predictor of incidental cross-cutting exposure. The interviewees
from the valley with internet access reported that they spend more
than three hours on social media during a typical day, which is
above average. However, most interviewees from the valley without
internet access reported that they predominantly learn about Paki-
stani Hindus and Christians and their problems through television
and books, particularly from their school curricula.

Furthermore, the interviewees from the valley without internet ac-
cess were less aware of the latest events related to religious minor-
ities in Pakistan than their counterparts. For instance, some inter-
viewees from the valley with internet access were aware of the Hindu
temple construction issue and related happenings in the country’s
capital, whereas the residents from the valley without internet access
were not - most likely due to their dependence solely on traditional
media for news and information. A recent study shows that Pakistani
mainstream news provides limited space for religious minorities.?®
Thus, digital platforms work as alternative media, differing from
mainstream media in terms of content and dissemination by provid-
ing alternative perspectives on socio-political issues. Besides, when
the interviewees from the valley with internet access were asked to
name Hindu and Christian Pakistani politicians, most of the inter-
viewees either recalled names or at least mentioned which party the
politician represented or the politician’s designation, such as a min-
ister. As compared to respondents from the valley without internet
access who did not have such information, many respondents from
the valley with internet access also knew about the alleged blasphe-
my case against Asia Bibi, the Christian woman, and gave positive
responses.?’ Some indicated that they knew about the case of the
Hindu girl who died mysteriously in the Sindh province of Pakistan.?
It is probable that they were more
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minorities and their challenges. Therefore, the individual's interest is
also a key factor, irrespective of the digital divide and levels of demo-
cratic citizenship.

Knowledge of an issue can be a strong predictor of attitudinal and
behavioural changes.? On the one hand, regarding tolerance, when
locals were asked whether Hindu and Christian religious minorities
in Pakistan should be allowed to express their political views free-

ly, just as Muslims are, the majority of the interviewees from both
valleys expressed that Pakistani religious minorities should have
political opportunities equal to those of the religious majority. Most
interviewees mentioned that persons from religious minorities are
fellow citizens, and the country’s constitution allows marginalised so-
cial groups to express their political views. This finding is in line with
the common in-group identity model, which argues that a common
social identity should be highlighted to achieve intergroup harmony
over an in-group identity.3° These responses could have been shaped
by the school curricula, which contain lessons on Pakistani religious
minorities and their constitutional rights. On the other hand, regard-
ing engagement, when asked about the locals’ willingness to partic-
ipate in a protest or demonstration to protect Hindu and Christian
religious minorities in Pakistan, most respondents from the valley
with internet access responded that they are willing to participate in
such protests. This response was possibly influenced by the various
calls for protests or mobilisation information that reached the re-
spondents via the internet and social media platforms, organised by
civil society activists and organisations. Their higher levels of knowl-
edge might have also influenced their responses compared to their
counterparts from the other valley. However, some interviewees said
their willingness is conditionally connected to the clarity of purpose,
such as participation not harming their religion. Hence, locals from
both valleys exhibited equal levels of tolerance, but locals from the
valley with internet access were more willing to engage in civic activi-
ties due to a grasp of the relevant issues, most likely with the help of
the alternative narratives from digital platforms. In sum, locals of the
valley with internet access possess a greater degree of democratic
citizenship than their counterparts.
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Figure 3 (left): A Telecom Tower;
Figure 4 (right): A Young Local Using Facebook

Finally, since both valleys have satellite television and radio ser-
vices, locals with traditional media in their homes have access to
information, but at a low level - due to television and radio’s limited
capacity to cover issues related to religious minorities, as well as
the lack of reportage.3' On the other hand, locals from the valley
with internet access receive news both from traditional media and
through their smartphones. Their information consumption pat-
terns are transitioning from listening to the news in the evening to
constant browsing online. They have not only substantial sources
of information consumption but also information exploration and
dissemination. Thus, one can assume that access to traditional me-
dia does not significantly add to peoples’ stores of information as
compared to access to the internet and social media. Besides, reg-
ular internet users in the valley with internet access can potentially
influence non-users by sharing their acquired information offline.
For instance, social media users might share a hashtag movement
about religious minorities with their friends and family members.
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This case study presents an inquiry into examining the role that
digital access plays in (un)democratic citizenship by taking advan-
tage of a “naturally occurring” variability in internet availability in
Pakistan. It finds the differences in knowledge and engagement lev-
els between the natives of two valleys, but no difference regarding
tolerance, indicating that locals from the valley with internet access
have a higher level of democratic citizenship.

One could argue about the undemocratic impacts of digital media
platforms, such as the social media filter bubble causing polarisa-
tion. Given the role of echo chambers, the internet may re-trigger
pre-existing prejudices, biases, and stereotypes leading to undem-
ocratic attitudes and behaviours regarding marginalised social
groups. Yet, some studies criticise taking social media for granted
as a cause of this problem.?? For instance, a study of the entire
Facebook network showed that, on average, every user is at only
four degrees of separation from the other, showing a greater
likelihood of cross-cutting exposure or conversation with different
others on social media platforms. Therefore, the debate is shifting
from whether the new communication “environment is good or
bad for democratic politics to how and in what contexts specific at-
tributes of this environment are having an influence on specific the-
ories and practices of democracy,” as the political theorist Michael
Carpini avers.** In the case of this study, one way to address the
question is to investigate whether people are now less polarised on
the issues faced by religious minorities, as well as less knowledge-
able, intolerant, and unwilling to engage with matters concerning
them than before the arrival of

the internet in Pakistan. We could

also compare reported incidents Barberd, Pablo. 2014. “How social media
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Moreover, since Pakistani religious minorities do not impose any
political threat to the religious majority due to their significantly
small population size, the digital public sphere is less likely to be
polarised on the issues related to them. Hence, the Muslim majori-
ty has a greater chance to learn about fellow citizens with differing
religious beliefs through the internet and social media platforms,
likely resulting in greater tolerance and engagement with the
minority communities. However, not all religious minorities share
equal social status and similar life experiences in Pakistan. For
instance, the case of Pakistani Ahmadiyyas is unique compared to
other religious minorities, so focusing individually on each minority
group could be interesting to explore in future studies as well.

In addition, while marginalised groups have been discriminated
against and have been victims of violence, digital media has the po-
tential to spread religious harmony in Pakistan.® The proliferation
of digital media in the country has increased horizontal connectivity
across diverse social groups, connecting and opening channels

of communication between people of different faiths and geog-
raphies. New communication technologies also provide a space

for religious minorities to present themselves, allowing ordinary
Muslims to receive detailed information about other religions in
contrast to the traditional mainstream media in Pakistan, which
provides limited coverage to Pakistani religious minorities.*® As a re-
sult of these relationships, the Muslim majority could come forward
and speak for non-Muslim minorities. Human rights activists and
organisations are active in the digital public sphere, too, spreading
awareness among the public.3” They use these platforms for instant
information reception and dissemination on issues like the chal-
lenges faced by minorities, which assist in gaining support from the
religious majority, as well as to organise campaigns, mobilise peo-
ple, and network with other activists and organisations. Based on
these normative assumptions, one could argue that the acceptance
of religious minorities in contemporary Pakistani society is likely to
increase, compared to the era before the internet.

Hussain, Syed Ali, and B. William Silcock.
2019. “Social Media Campaign to Improve
Religious Tolerance.” Narratives of Story-
telling across Cultures: The Complexities of
Intercultural Communication: 217.

Rehmat, Adnan. 2019. “Helping minorities
find a voice in Pakistani media.”

Yusuf, Huma, et al. 2013. “Mapping digital
media: Pakistan.” Open Society Foun-
dations. (https://www.opensocietyfoun-
dations.org/publications/mapping-digi-
tal-media-pakistan).



Although there is a valley without internet access for reference
(i.e., as a control group), it is critical to determine whether any
differences in democratic citizenship between these two valleys
are only due to the arrival of the internet in one of them. Caution is
required in order to avoid arriving too easily at a purely technolog-
ical deterministic conclusion. There could be other critical factors,
such as the interest and education levels of participants from the
internet valley and the valley’'s socioeconomic development level
compared to its counterpart. In other words, merely internet avail-
ability is not necessarily enough for democratic citizenship - the
users' interest and capacity play an essential role as well.

Furthermore, the findings of this case study might have been in-
fluenced by its unique contextual setting. Although Pakistan’s rural
population is almost two times larger than its urban counterpart,
generalising the results should be done with caution. Gilgit-Baltistan
is very different from other rural regions. For instance, almost its
entire population is Muslim, and the region has never experienced
interfaith conflict. The crime rate in Gilgit-Baltistan is significantly
lower, and it is one of the most peaceful parts of the country. The
literacy rate is also the third-highest in the country (72%).3 The
region is known for its tourist destinations and attracts thousands of
foreign and domestic tourists every year. Hence, locals might have
experienced contact with non-local non-Muslims. Besides, locals of
the two valleys belong to Shia and Noorbakshia denominations of
Islam. They are a sectarian minority in Pakistan compared to Sunni
Muslims, who constitute above 75% of the population. The Shia com-
munity, especially, has been the victim of many attacks in the past,
losing thousands of lives. Hence, their acceptance of non-Muslims
could be high as they empathise with the perceived minority status
of the non-Muslims.*® They could also be likely to share the same
online filter bubbles with non-Muslims and get relevant knowledge
about them via social media, resulting in high degrees of tolerance
and willingness to engage on their behalf. Finally, since this study at-
tempted to mainly focus on the locals’ responses regarding Pakistani
Hindus and Christians, findings cannot be fully translated towards
other religious minority groups, such as Ahmadis, who experience a
different set of challenges.
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rate in Pakistan and its impact on the

economy.” Pacific Science Review B: Hu-
manities and Social Sciences 1, 3: 140—144.
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iment in Pakistan.” Conflict Management

and Peace Science 37, 1: 58—82.



Normatively speaking, access to digital media has multiple demo-
cratic implications. Notably, its effect on knowledge, tolerance,
and engagement of citizenry can lead towards strengthening the
democratic structure of emerging democracies, which have small
groups of religious minorities, such as Pakistan. This paper hopes
to enhance the ability of organisations and individuals to under-
stand the egalitarian impact of a digitally connected society. Future
scholarly collaboration between social scientists and policymakers
could be built to develop more nuanced research and policies. For
instance, democratic citizenship could be achieved by improving
access to internet infrastructure, initiating digital media literacy
programmes, online interfaith harmony campaigns, and, most
importantly, monitoring the digital public sphere to reduce polari-
sation between different social groups. It could also help members
of civil'society to promote social harmony and integrate different
religious groups digitally.*
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2019. “Social Media Campaign to Improve
Religious Tolerance.”
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