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INTRODUCTION1

This chapter asks how digital and data technologies refract and 
change the political. These include information and communica-
tion technologies such as the Internet, mobile telephony, social 
media and the various artefacts, infrastructures, hardware, and 
software associated with each of these, as well as computational 
technologies for data analysis such as artificial intelligence and 
machine-learning tools and methods, and algorithmic analytics.

By the political, I mean the set of spaces, structures, ideas, 
and actions that organize and distribute material and normative 
resources and social power. This definition of the political expands 
both the formal–institutional and the temporal fix of the more com-
monly used term ‘politics’. The political includes but also exceeds 
governmental and organizational domains and institutions such as 
state agencies, legislatures, courts, civil society associations, and 
political parties. Moreover, antagonism, conflict, and change are 
intrinsic to the political in my definition. Instead of the stable and 

1 Earlier versions of this chapter were presented at the ‘Indian Elections Roundtable’ of 
the Centre for Modern Indian Studies, University of Göttingen (May 2019) and the ‘Media 
and the Constitution of the Political’ workshop of ICAS:MP (June 2019). I am grateful to 
the participants for their incisive feedback on drafts, especially Ravi Vasudevan, Ravi 
Sundaram, Paula Chakravartty and Lalit Vachani.
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bounded object that the study of politics addresses, the political is 
engaged here as an evolving and contingent set of contestatory prac-
tices (Botwinick and Connolly 2001; Mouffe 2005; Rancière 1999).

My specific focus is on the political effects of the digital and 
data-driven electoral campaigns that have become increasingly 
common in electoral democracies around the world. I focus on the 
recent exemplary case of India, where social media technologies 
and data analytics were extensively used to manage parliamen-
tary election campaigns in the late spring and summer of 2019, 
in an electoral exercise that was the largest in the world in terms 
of both financial resources expended and the electorate size.2 The 
electoral victory of the incumbent Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) 
and its leader Narendra Modi was also of a scale unsurpassed in 
the country in recent times. In the 2019 general elections, the BJP 
returned to power for a second term by winning over 37 per cent of 
the popular vote and 303 out of 543 parliamentary seats.3

Campaign coffers that were estimated to be almost US$4 billion 
in 2019,4 and a massive national cadre of party workers supple-
mented by millions of volunteers from the Rashtriya Swayamsevak 
Sangh or the National Volunteer Organization, the Hindu nation-
alist paramilitary organization that is the apex authority of the 
Hindu nationalist ‘family of organizations’ (Sangh Parivar) in 
India, gave the BJP an overwhelming financial and human resource 
advantage over its political rivals. These resources were invested 
in a range of different data and digital political campaign strate-
gies, from digitally enabled campaign management strategies that 
allowed efficient and speedy internal communication within the 
complex organizational structure of the national election campaign 
to political advertising and the propagation of ‘fake news’ cascades 
via social media, and the use of data analytics to craft finely tuned 
campaign messages that resonated with voters. Defying the long-

2 The size of the Indian electorate in 2019 was approximately 900 million. According to 
news reports, the 2019 Indian general elections were the ‘world’s costliest’, with esti-
mates of approximately US$8 billion in election expenditures (across all parties). See 
Usmani (2019).
3 The BJP’s electoral alliance formed with several other smaller parties, the National 
Democratic Alliance (NDA), won a total of 353 out of 543 parliamentary seats.
4 According to the Centre for Media Studies report on poll expenditures in 2019, over 
half of the estimated US$8 billion of election expenditure was incurred by the BJP and 
its allies in the NDA poll alliance (Centre for Media Studies 2019: 9).
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standing ‘anti-incumbency’ pattern of Indian voting behaviour (Roy 
and Sopariwala 2019), the tools and methods of digital politics are 
seen to have brought the ruling political party back to power in 2019 
with an even higher share of the popular vote (Mehta 2019). In their 
scale, intensity and sophistication, the digital and data technologies 
of 2019 far surpassed the BJP’s previous digital political campaign 
in 2014, another widely hailed success story (Chakravartty and Roy 
2015; Hickok 2018).

How was the data and digitally enabled electoral victory of 
2019 achieved? There is a widespread consensus that the political 
efficacy of social media and data technologies in the 2019 BJP cam-
paign has to do with their finely tuned capacities of individualized 
‘political micro-targeting’ of the electorate (Bhatia 2019; Mahapatra 
and Plagemann 2019; Naumann et al. 2019). These technologies 
are said to target individual and even sub-individual (in the sense 
that they elude conscious cognition) drives and emotions that sway 
voters’ minds towards particular political choices. Their power is 
seen to lie in their individualized precision that, together with 
their distinctive affordances of scale, allows the hearts, minds, and 
unconscious emotions of individual voters to be known and reached 
in fine granular detail through personalized political messaging 
(Jamieson 2013; Kreiss 2016).

For both supporters and critics of the BJP, the individual-
centred focus of digital campaign politics is seen as a distinctive 
and new form of voter mobilization. Unlike earlier campaign 
practices that relied on ‘vote bank’ assumptions about block voting 
on the basis of group identities such as caste (Michelutti 2007; 
Srinivas 1955; Verma 2012), data and digitally assisted campaigns 
are sensitive to the evolving nuances of individual voter choices. 
Recognizing that ‘caste calculations alone cannot ensure success,’ 
and engaging voter choice as an individual decision that is shaped 
by aspirational horizons, is what gave the BJP its winning edge 
in 2019, analysts argue (Pai 2019). This view of the individual at 
the centre of data and digital politics is not unique to India. Across 
the world, discussions of political micro-targeting and data-enabled 
electoral management assume an individualized target: it’s about 
how data analytics and digital technologies are uncovering the 
truth of the individual. Concerns about privacy, surveillance, and 
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manipulation—the three main topics of these debates—all centre 
around this idea of the individual as target (Bodó et al. 2017; 
Borgesius et al. 2018; Issenberg 2013; Kreiss 2016).

But these conclusions are claims and speculative assertions 
more than empirically substantiated facts. Pervasiveness is not 
the same as persuasiveness. While the profusion and ubiquitous 
presence of data and digital technologies in contemporary life is 
incontestable, we lack adequate empirical evidence about their 
mechanisms of individual persuasion or their ability to actually 
influence and change individual voter choices and actions. And, 
even as we credit the distinctive individual-centred approach of 
digital and data-enabled campaigns for enabling the 2019 elec-
toral victory of the BJP in India, information about what exactly 
the novel practices of individual micro-targeting entailed, is over-
looked. This is the challenge that my chapter addresses through a 
look at the actual practices of digital and data politics in the 2019 
campaign. I offer this as a research note that is based on revisit-
ing existing accounts and highlighting findings hidden in plain 
sight. Rather than a presentation of new primary research, this is 
a propositional intervention that re-frames available accounts and 
charts directions for future and sustained research.

Two broad insights anchor the discussion. First, a close read-
ing of accounts of the 2019 BJP campaign shows that data and 
digital electoral practices are embedded in historically sedimented 
fields of social power. As Lisa Gitelman has put it, ‘raw data is an 
oxymoron’; data do not exist as natural objects but are produced, 
circulated, and analysed by socially located actors and institutions 
(Gitelman 2013). As we will shortly see, the vaunted big data 
exercises of the 2019 Indian election campaign relied quite heav-
ily on manual methods of data collection and analysis; human and 
social labour produced the big data and digital innovations of the 
campaign. This means that social refractions and mediations, and 
the ‘socio-technical relationalities of data’ must be central to any 
analysis of digital politics (Mertia 2020: 14). Second and related, 
digital and data targeting during election campaigns are dynamic 
and contingent political interventions that involve selective choices 
about what counts as data and what counts as electorally meaning-
ful information. Far from being self-evident realities and objective 
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truths that are uncovered by precision technologies, the granular 
individual targets of digitally enabled electoral campaigns are 
social and political artefacts and fictions. Digital individuals are 
made and not found.

In the remainder of this chapter, I show how these insights 
about the socially embedded and contingent character of digital 
and data practices lead us to alternative vectors of digital political 
influence beyond the prevailing common sense about individual 
persuasion, manipulation and political micro-targeting. The first 
section provides broader context by mapping the digital/data 
campaign battlefield in 2019—the diverse range of actors and the 
regulatory and informational opacities that abound. The second 
section outlines the practices of digital/data campaigning and the 
theories of individual voter behaviour and choice that they draw 
upon to establish selective and normative ideas about self, society, 
agency, and politics as universal truths.

THE DIGITAL BATTLEFIELD
The digital and data strategies of the BJP’s election campaign 
played out in a political field that was populated by diverse actors. 
Motivated by different interests, these organizations and individu-
als brought varied professional knowledges and experiences in social 
media, data/computational technologies, and digital marketing and 
publicity to the campaign. The tasks involved knowledge-gathering 
and communication, that is, efforts to gain knowledge about the 
electorate that could accurately predict voting behaviour, and 
efforts to communicate particular campaign messages to different 
constituencies (e.g., voters, party workers and volunteers, inter-
national observers with a view to shaping global public opinion).

In 2019, the most visible protagonist in the digital battlefield 
was the BJP’s specialized IT Cell located in the Delhi headquarters 
of the party that had the formal responsibility for designing and 
overseeing the implementation of the digital and data campaign. 
Headed by party president Amit Shah and Amit Malviya, a long-
time BJP political worker, the IT Cell employed about 150 full-time 
workers who were aided by a massive volunteer workforce of 120 
million individuals (Mahapatra and Plagemann 2019).
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As several insider accounts of the campaign have established, 
the primary focus of the BJP IT Cell during the 2019 campaign 
was on WhatsApp-based organizing activities. The 2019 elections 
have been widely described as India’s first WhatsApp election, 
where the messaging and distribution platform saw unprecedented 
use by political parties, the BJP a pioneer among them (Murgia et 
al. 2019). The BJP formed multiple WhatsApp groups to connect 
clusters of party workers at every organizational level, from the 
national to the smallest electoral unit of the polling booth, and 
also to facilitate vertical communication across hierarchical levels 
to ensure that the party headquarters in Delhi could communicate 
instantly and easily with local campaign units across the country 
(Bansal 2019).5 Apart from this key organizational task of enabling 
efficient internal party communication, WhatsApp was also used to 
communicate specific messages about the BJP and its rival parties 
to voters, gaming the distinctive features of authorial anonymity 
combined with ‘familiar forwarding’6 that the messaging and social 
media/distribution application afforded.

The IT Cell also coordinated the BJP’s social media outreach 
on platforms such as Facebook, Instagram and Twitter, harnessing 
both the scale and the specialization features of these platforms, 
that is, their ability to reach large numbers of people with distinc-
tive and tailored messages. Several other applications and social 
media services were used to advance campaign goals as well. For 
instance, applications such as Google Docs were used to circulate 
suggested tweets and hashtags that could simultaneously be posted 
by pro-BJP Twitter accounts to ensure that particular themes 
dominated or ‘trended’ in social media. Video creation and sharing 
services such as TikTok enabled the distribution of short videos 
and visual memes that condensed campaign messages in easily 

5 Samarth Bansal has detailed the organizational structure. 
Building on its large pool of organized ground forces, the party created hierarchical 
structures for information dissemination. In Uttar Pradesh, India’s most populous state, 
the BJP’s Information Technology department has an 11-member social media team in 
each of the six zones in the state. Further down, there are 11 members at each district; 
five at each mandal; two at each ward; and five staffers at the booth level—the last 
point of contact with voters. (Bansal 2019)

6 As Mahapatra and Plagemann have described it, ‘WhatsApp can transmit personalised 
messages based on the hyper-segmentation of voters. Its “ecosystem strategy”—only 
known contacts can send messages—adds to its credibility’ (Mahapatra and Plagemann 
2019).
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communicable and potentially viral formats.7 Here, the consider-
able resource advantages of the BJP in terms of money as well as 
labour power were a key asset. No other party was able to match 
the 120 million individuals that populated the BJP ‘online army’, 
nor the estimated US$2.8 million (20 crore in Indian `) that the 
BJP spent on digital platforms alone (Tewari 2019).

A third set of tasks undertaken by the IT Cell related to the 
development and use of proprietorial applications and software. 
Some of these had been used during the previous national electoral 
campaign of 2014. Others were rolled out well before the formal 
campaign period began in 2019, attesting to the comprehensive 
and long-term planning and organization that distinguished the 
BJP’s campaign strategy from that of its peers. The Namo App—its 
name a reference to the popular abbreviation of BJP Prime Minister 
Narendra Modi’s name—was the most widely known of the party’s 
proprietorial applications (Govil and Baishya 2018; Choudhury and 
Alawadhi 2019). Initially developed for the 2014 elections, the app 
had multiple features that drew on popular gamification models and 
strategies to organize the transfer of personal data from the masses 
of individuals who downloaded and interacted with the applica-
tion. In 2019, the Namo App’s reach was greatly amplified by its 
inclusion as one of the few apps preloaded onto low-cost Jio mobile 
phones that were widely marketed by Reliance Jio Infocomm, a 
subsidiary of a corporation with close ties to the BJP regime (Naqvi 
2019). An estimated 40 million Jio mobile phones had been sold by 
the end of 2018. This meant that when the 2019 campaign period 
began, one of the BJP’s main digital campaign tools had already 
reached 40 million people (Singh 2019: 83).

The BJP IT Cell also contracted out specific tasks to indi-
vidual consultants and businesses in India’s burgeoning for-profit 
campaign industry. Some among these worked exclusively for the 
BJP for the duration of the 2019 campaign, while others sold their 
services to multiple and rival political parties and established 
commercial relationships with the different political actors in the 

7 The customized hashtag campaigns used in 2019 included Main Bhi Chowkidar (‘I’m also 
a watchman,’ a reference to Modi’s self-presentation as the national chowkidar guarding 
against corruption), Modi Hai to Mumkin Hai (If Modi’s there, then it’s possible), and My 
First Vote for Modi, geared toward the first-time voter.



SRIRUPA ROY292

electoral fray. For this latter (and larger) group, even when an 
exclusive arrangement prevailed between political consultants and 
specific political parties, this remained a transactional relationship 
based on profit considerations and there was no expectation of a 
long-term partisan allegiance that would continue into the future. 
For instance, Prashant Kishor, a consultant who had played a 
prominent role in the BJP campaigns in 2012 (Gujarat state assem-
bly) and 2014 (national elections), went on to work for rival political 
parties in subsequent years.8

In electoral democracies around the world, election campaigns 
have been increasingly commodified and marketized over the years. 
India is no exception to this trend. The 2019 election campaign was 
run as a large-scale and complex political marketing exercise that 
addressed voters as consumers choosing between different brands 
of political parties and candidates for sale in the electoral market-
place. This in turn encouraged the growth of multiple specialized 
enterprises offering various commercial services to aid the busi-
ness of electoral sales and marketing. Like other political parties, 
the BJP was an active client and purchaser of these services and 
outsourced campaign tasks to specialist digital marketing agencies 
such as AdLyft; celebrity ‘influencers’ who amplified the BJP’s mes-
sage via social and broadcast/legacy media channels9; commercial 

8 Prashant Kishor worked for the BJP election campaigns in the Gujarat state assembly 
elections of 2012 (where Modi was the chief ministerial candidate) and the national 
elections of 2014. Subsequently, he founded an independent political consultancy and 
electoral marketing firm that was contracted to work for the Congress’ party’s election 
campaign in the state of Punjab, and the JDU party’s election campaign in the state of 
Bihar. In 2020, Kishor worked for the BJP’s rival, the Aam Aadmi Party, in the fiercely 
contested state elections of Delhi.
The electoral consultancy career of Shivam Shankar Singh was similarly varied. In 2014, 
Singh volunteered with the BJP on Modi’s campaign in the constituency of Varanasi. He 
then joined Prashant Kishor to work on the campaign of the Congress Party’s chief min-
isterial candidate, Amarinder Singh, in the Punjab state elections of 2016. The following 
year, Singh returned to the BJP campaign fold again, this time as a directly employed 
full-time worker in a paid position on the campaign team for the Manipur state elections. 
In 2018, Singh resigned from the BJP, publishing an open letter that received a lot of 
media coverage, in which he publicly expressed his disappointment and disagreements 
with BJP. See Singh (2019) for a candid account of these shifts.
9 For instance, at the height of the electoral campaign in April 2019, Modi gave an 
exclusive television interview to the popular Bollywood film star, Akshay Kumar, that was 
carefully crafted to present the ‘non-political’ and ‘human’ side of a prime minister known 
for his refusal to engage with journalists (Modi has not held a single press conference 
during his terms in office). Available at https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=zKO0-J7bDcQ 
(accessed on 15 May 2021).

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=zKO0-J7bDcQ
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data aggregators and vendors from whom political parties could 
purchase data about the electorate; data analytics firms such as 
the Mumbai-based Jarvis Technology that ran 161 call centres on 
behalf of the BJP campaign with 15,000 employees who were tasked 
with administering phone surveys to voters across the country 
and enterprises that developed and sold computational products 
for electoral campaigns such as the Neta App, Vidooly and Next 
Election (Pant 2019).

Along with the party-based IT cell and formally contracted indi-
viduals and businesses, the BJP’s digital campaign also involved 
several other actors whose associations with the party were less 
visible and publicly known, often deliberately so. These under-the-
radar actors included private organizations and businesses such as 
the Association of Billion Minds, WebAppMate and Vibgyor Techno 
Systems. They were entrusted with carrying out legally and ethi-
cally controversial campaign activities such as the dissemination 
of ‘computational propaganda’ with the explicit aim of fomenting 
communal polarization and fear among voters (Mahapatra and 
Plagemann 2019). The lack of public disclosure about their relation-
ship to the BJP campaign meant that the party could both use and 
deny responsibility for these methods.

A final and significant protagonist in the digital battlefield 
of 2019 was the state. As the incumbent party in power at the 
national level as well as in multiple states of the Indian federa-
tion as well, the BJP’s electoral wing worked closely with multiple 
state agencies to benefit from the unique insider advantage that 
incumbency provides. For instance, several media commentators 
have observed that the government’s sudden policy announcement 
of demonetization in November 2017, which immediately removed 
large amounts of hard currency from circulation, was strategically 
timed to disadvantage the campaign finances of rival political par-
ties which were preparing for elections in several Indian states. 
Whereas the BJP campaign was forewarned and well prepared, 
other party campaigns were taken by complete surprise by the 
policy announcement (Kalyan 2020).

Similar kinds of informal insider networks and arrangements 
that leveraged the BJP’s status as the ruling party were activated 
by the BJP’s digital and data campaign in 2019 as well. For all 
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political parties in the electoral fray, the 2019 campaign was a 
data-enabled endeavour that marshalled various kinds of big data 
efforts. All electoral contenders had access to a range of publicly 
available information from governmental data resources such 
as census data, socio-economic data from the National Sample 
Survey Organization, and electoral data published by the Election 
Commission of India. However, the BJP’s unique incumbency 
advantage provided it with additional kinds of governmental data 
resources10 that no one else could match in either scale or detail. 
Unlike its rivals, the BJP campaign had access to various kinds 
of classified government data. Several government agencies at the 
centre and in BJP-run states reportedly shared confidential data 
records with the BJP’s data and digital campaign. In the after-
math of the elections, some investigative journalists reported on 
the BJP’s use of state biometric data, information from electricity 
bills, and various kinds of ‘beneficiary data’ from government-run 
welfare schemes to build unique databases of voter information 
(Dutta 2019).11

This brief glimpse into the covert practices of digital campaign-
ing in 2019 reveals the interplay of visibility and opacity that 
characterizes digital politics. Thus, while some digital and data 
interventions during the 2019 campaign were highly public and 
even spectacular,12 others were concealed and denied. This had 
to do with the mixed, formal as well as informal and quasi-legal 
(and, in some cases, outright illegal) character of the networks and 
relationships between state, market, and political party that sus-
tained digital campaign politics. It was also related to the rise of a 

10 Incumbency also conferred several publicity and visibility advantages on the BJP 
campaign. For instance, Modi and the BJP dominated news coverage broadcast on 
government-run radio and television channels during the campaign period, and the 
party’s influence within the Ministry of Information and Broadcasting was used to pres-
sure commercial television channels to cover the party and Modi in a favourable light. 
See Bajpai (2018).
11 For a similar practice at the regional level, see Rajesh Serupally’s account of how the 
incumbent government in Andhra Pradesh used classified governmental data to ‘profile 
voters’ during its election campaign in 2019. See Serupally (2019).
12 2019 also saw the extensive use of ‘hologram technologies’ that created a stir during the 
2014 election campaign. The BJP organized public meetings around the country where 
life-sized holographic replications of the prime minister would address the crowds, in a 
spectacle that conveyed both technological prowess and intimacy (the prime minister is 
with us!). See Govil and Baishya (2018) and Sen (2016).
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commercial campaign industry that saw the increased involvement 
of private capital and entrepreneurial actors in election campaigns, 
a domain traditionally monopolized by professional politicians 
and political parties. Reflecting the broader structural paradox of 
post-liberalization India, where the distinctive trajectory of market 
‘reforms by stealth’ (Jenkins 2006) has created an economy that 
is at once open and murky or grey, that is, characterized by high 
levels of disinformation, informality and behind-the-scenes deals 
and negotiations, the business profiles of private digital interme-
diaries in the 2019 campaign were often opaque (Maganti 2019; 
Serupally 2019).

In sum, the digital battlefield of 2019 was a varied and uneven 
terrain traversed by multiple forces and interests that did not 
always coincide. Profit concerns of individual business enterprises; 
data resources that were originally produced to address the com-
pulsions of governmental order and state security; technocratic 
ambitions of white-collar professionals; ideological commitments 
of ‘online Hindutva actors’; and social mobility projects of young 
unemployed men in provincial towns all came together in the sin-
gular time space of the data and digital campaign (Poonam 2018; 
Udupa 2018). All of this meant that the ‘informational contexts’ of 
the campaign, or the assumptions and knowledge resources that the 
various data and digital efforts drew upon, were diverse and plural. 
Contradicting conventional wisdom about the singular aim and 
mode of individual micro-targeting, the ‘perceived voter’ targeted 
by the BJP campaign was in fact approached and constructed in 
multiple ways (Hersh 2015). I turn to some of these constructions 
below.

DIGITAL STORIES AND PRACTICES

Party-building and Narrative Power
The 2019 BJP campaign made heavy use of digital and data tech-
nologies, but these worked in unexpected ways beyond the usual 
frameworks of individual voter persuasion and manipulation. As 
we have already seen, they were used for internal organizational 
purposes to organize, motivate and reward party workers. The sur-
veillance of party workers was another task. For instance, Shivam 
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Shankar Singh, a former BJP campaign consultant who was hired 
by the party to work on the Manipur state assembly elections in 
2017, described how the campaign collected impressively detailed 
data on the electorate but did not share these with party workers to 
use for their voter outreach activities. Instead, the data remained 
with senior BJP leaders. They used the information to quiz local 
workers about how well they knew their constituencies and would 
evaluate their performance on the basis of how closely the responses 
matched the data record. Keeping a check on volunteer activity took 
precedence over the voter outreach activities that data analytics 
was supposed to address (Singh 2019: 64–66).

A final example is how the data unit of the ‘electoral page’, a 
two-sided printout of a single page of the Indian electoral rolls as 
prepared by the Election Commission of India, consisting of about 
60 voter names, became the foundational organizational unit of 
the BJP campaign. Continuing a practice from previous state elec-
tion campaigns and the 2014 national campaign (Jha 2014), the 
2019 national campaign appointed party workers or volunteers to 
serve as panna pramukhs or panna prabharis (page-in-charge). 
They were responsible for communicating with the 60 individual 
voters listed on the electoral data page assigned to them, covering 
approximately 8–12 households. Panna pramukhs were tasked 
with collecting detailed voter information that ranged from mobile 
phone numbers to political preferences and caste identity; convey-
ing personalized campaign messages to individuals on their list; and 
ensuring turnout on election day. About 15–20 panna pramukhs 
were supervised by a ‘booth-in-charge’, who oversaw the campaign 
activity in the catchment area of a single electoral booth. The chain 
of command reached beyond the booth to the district-level campaign 
authorities, the state leadership, and eventually to the national 
leadership of the campaign.

The communicative relays of the BJP campaign began and 
ended with the panna pramukh. His13 status as the basic source 
and target of the campaign’s international communication and 
informational activities transformed a technical category into a 
social reality. The size of the group that the panna pramukh was 

13 I use this pronoun advisedly, as almost all these workers and volunteers were men, as 
was the vast majority of the campaign workforce.
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put in charge of was, after all, determined by the size of a single 
page of Election Commission data. In this quite literal manifesta-
tion of the social and political impact of data and digital politics, 
the technical specifications of a data spreadsheet (the page) and a 
technical–administrative categorization (the electoral booth) crafted 
a collection of individuals, households, and campaign activities into 
bounded social formations: the panna (page) group and the electoral 
booth, respectively.14

These ‘data-social’ groups and the organizational positions 
associated with them gained further traction in BJP campaign 
worlds through a series of high-visibility exercises such as the Mera 
Booth Sabse Mazboot (My Booth Is the Strongest) project of autumn 
2018. Several large public gatherings of booth managers and panna 
pramukhs were convened by the BJP, personally overseen by Party 
President Amit Shah, and addressed on several occasions by Prime 
Minister Modi himself. These carefully choreographed exercises 
aimed to enthuse and motivate the mostly voluntary labour of party 
work by offering incentives of recognition and status, for example, 
the public naming and honouring of ordinary party workers with 
invitations to share the public stage with senior leaders. Even 
though digital technologies featured prominently at these events, 
the political micro-targeting of the electorate was not their objec-
tive. Instead, the party worker rather than the individual voter was 
the exclusive subject of digital address in the Mera Booth project.

The BJP digital campaign also relied upon narrative and 
performative practices. Overlooked in existing discussions about 
micro-targeting and individual manipulation, this is a second aspect 
of digital politics that requires closer scrutiny. Simply put, digital 
politics involves a series of public performances and claims; perfor-
mative displays and stories told about digital and data technologies 
are integral to their work and sociopolitical impact. Narratives 
about the BJP’s enormous data capacities, its unparalleled digital 
reach and the elaborate organizational infrastructures of the cam-
paign proliferated during the 2019 campaign. As the adjectives 
make clear, they emphasized the impressive and unprecedented 

14 It is important to note here that the artefact of the panna printout is a techno-social 
hybrid of digital and material forms and labours: a computation produced by machines 
that exists as a paper object with tangible and sensory qualities. It is touched, carried 
around, and written upon by hand.
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scale and reach of the party’s digital and data resources,15 and 
their ‘tech hype’ and ‘data dazzle’ reinforced public discourses and 
perceptions about the BJP’s electoral prowess.

Media reports about the Indian elections routinely trade in 
‘metrics superlatives’ about the uniquely massive scale of India’s 
demography and electoral complexities, whether the colossal size 
of the Indian electorate or the daunting logistics of election man-
agement in the world’s largest democracy. ‘Technology and data 
analysis have come to play a crucial role in this election which will 
use over 930,000 polling booths and 1.7 million voting machines, 
with 11 million personnel participating’, readers were told in 2014 
(Jetley 2014). In 2017, the unprecedented popular reach of social 
media drew attention: ‘India had about 350 million smartphone 
users in 2015; that number is expected to go up to 702 million in 
2020. India reportedly had about 195 million users of Facebook 
in 2016’ (Aaron 2017). In 2019, the financial and communication 
resources available to the incumbent BJP and accounts of the 
BJP’s big data capacities were also woven into this series and 
invested with similar kinds of superlative attributes. Breathless, 
hyperbolic descriptions abounded in the media coverage of the 2019 
elections, of how a political party with the most sophisticated and 
well-resourced data analytics operations that the country has ever 
known was fighting the most logistically complex election in the 
world’s largest democracy.

Most media accounts of the BJP’s data campaign originate from 
within the party itself and are based on formal press releases and 
anonymous insider sources. Journalists reproduce BJP narratives 
about the superior scale, complexity, and efficacy of the party’s 
data-driven campaign without much independent verification of 
the empirical details and a claim-by-analogy becomes an estab-
lished fact. Take, for instance, a Hindustan Times report on the 

15 On 24 February 2019, the Economic Times reported that Prime Minister Modi was 
about to hold ‘the world’s largest video conference’, where he would ‘speak to 1 crore 
[10 million] people at over 15,000 locations’. This was a verbatim reproduction of a 
statement made by the party president Amit Shah, but the newspaper reported this 
as factual truth, without any further investigation or enquiry into the matter. There are 
multiple other examples of how the BJP’s technological claims about various aspects 
of its campaign practices were accepted as fact by the media. Available at https://eco-
nomictimes.indiatimes.com/news/politics-and-nation/pm-modis-interaction-to-be-worlds-
largest-video-conference-amit-shah/articleshow/68134864.cms?from<hig>=</hig>mdr 
(accessed on 15 May 2021).

https://economictimes.indiatimes.com/news/politics-and-nation/pm-modis-interaction-to-be-worlds-largest-video-conference-amit-shah/articleshow/68134864.cms?from<hig>=</hig>mdr
https://economictimes.indiatimes.com/news/politics-and-nation/pm-modis-interaction-to-be-worlds-largest-video-conference-amit-shah/articleshow/68134864.cms?from<hig>=</hig>mdr
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Uttar Pradesh state elections in 2017 that reproduced verbatim 
the description of the BJP data campaign offered by the head of 
its IT Cell, Arvind Gupta.16 ‘The planning included 3–4 years of 
meticulous data collection,’ the article concluded, without any inde-
pendent journalistic investigation to substantiate its evaluation of 
‘meticulousness’ (Aaron 2017).

The broader field of public discourse that was not directly con-
trolled by the BJP party organization thus also contributed to the 
hype and dazzle of the BJP’s digital campaign. Even in discussions 
where the topic of data-driven campaigning was approached with 
alarm and trepidation and regarded as a problem for democracy, the 
power and efficacy of data and digital activities, and the intensity 
and pervasiveness of their presence and use, was never questioned. 
Instead of being subjected to independent cross-checking and sus-
tained investigation, the digital and data claims and assertions 
made by a political party were readily accepted as ready-made, 
given social facts and truths, their credibility further enhanced 
by their uptake in mainstream circuits of media and intellectual 
debate.17

The credulity of media narratives about the BJP’s superior com-
mand of digital and data politics bears the imprint of a discursive 
techno-enchantment that is not just limited to the Indian media. 
Across the globe, mainstream media representations of digital 
and technological innovations in politics (e.g., data-driven election 
campaigns, digital forms of political communication and social 
media publicities) are captivated by the novelty and efficacy of the 
technologies, objects, and practices that they describe, and readily 

16   We had data on each of the 543 constituencies. We knew how many mobile and 
Internet users were present in each constituency…we used analytics to understand 
which polling booths had voted for the BJP in the previous elections…for each polling 
booth data analytics was used to segregate voters into blocks to determine who were 
pro, undecided or against the BJP…. We first used deep analytics to understand group 
communication behaviour and then used appropriate technology to communicate with 
them. (Aaron 2017)

17 A closer look at the actual empirical practices of digital and data campaign reveals that 
the claim about data/digital enablement might be exaggerated. For instance, in a recent 
study on the Trump campaign of 2016, Jessica Baldwin-Philippi studied the actual cam-
paign practices and found that, contrary to the hype, the Trump campaign didn’t actually 
use that much data. ‘Campaigns do not often execute analytic-based campaigning tactics 
as fully or as rigorously as possible, [therefore] the concern that we are being driven away 
from democracy by data is overstated,’ she concludes (Baldwin-Philippi 2017: 5), and a 
similar conclusion might be reached about the BJP campaign as well.
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accept claims about their superior reach and efficacy. In this, both 
techno-optimists and techno-pessimists share common ground: 
though there are sharply opposed normative views on whether 
digital and data politics are good or bad for democracy, there is a 
widespread agreement that digital and data technologies have a 
highly potent and disjunctively transformative impact (Jarvis 2011; 
Morozov 2011; Shirky 2009; Zuboff 2019).

Agents and institutions that were unaffiliated to the BJP and 
purportedly served the general public interest thus played a critical 
role in extending and amplifying the signalling effects and narra-
tive power of the BJP campaign. Understanding the BJP’s digitally 
enabled ascent to electoral power calls for an engagement with 
these mainstream non-party forces and practices as well.

New Primordialisms
In this final section, I turn a practice-based lens on the axiom of 
political micro-targeting itself. What kinds of targeting practices 
did the BJP’s data campaign actively engage in? How are targets 
defined, how are data points selected? What are the analytical 
categories and interpretive theories of voter choice that inform the 
targeting strategies of the BJP campaign?

These questions lead to two important conclusions. The first is 
about the socially located or embedded character of data-enabled 
campaign activities and the entwined relationship of the digital and 
the manual, the virtual/machinic and the human. Along with the 
various frontier computational technologies and methods that are 
commonly associated with data science projects, the data knowl-
edges of the 2019 campaign extensively used human and social 
labours of knowledge-gathering that Indian election campaigns had 
relied upon for many decades. For instance, ensuring the physical 
presence of ‘eyes and ears on the ground’ that is local informants 
and intermediaries who could collect and verify personal data, was 
an essential component of the party’s big data endeavours.

Singh’s insider account of the BJP data campaign recounts 
how the process of creating large data sets of voter information 
yielded many confusions and dilemmas over the determination of 
caste identity (Dhara and Singh 2019). Indian census data does 
not record caste identity, and caste data are collected through a 
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variety of extrapolations and ‘guesstimation’ methods such as using 
patrilineal surnames as a marker of caste identity. Since naming 
conventions, spellings, and caste formations are locally specific, the 
BJP IT and data cells had to rely heavily on informants well versed 
in the local nuances of caste and nomenclature in order to correct 
the data and complete the data set.18 Although discussions of the 
party’s data science innovations highlighted an impressive array of 
advanced computational technologies, many manual and embodied 
practices of knowledge-gathering were integral to the effort as well. 
The reliance on socially embedded and embodied forms of knowl-
edge labour and the important role of local data intermediaries 
meant that many of the basic assumptions about data categories, 
and campaign decisions about the utility and relevance of particular 
data points, reflected existing social norms.19 Prominent among 
these was the view of caste as a meaningful electoral category, that 
is, a social identity that determined voter choice.

The continued and even heightened relevance of older group 
identity categories of caste and religion in determining electoral 
strategy is the second insight of a practice-based approach to the 
BJP campaign. As noted earlier, there was a widespread percep-
tion that the data-enabled campaign of the BJP in 2019 was dis-
tinguished by a ‘post-caste’ engagement with the unique anxieties 
and aspirations of the individual voter. This was a perception 
that the BJP’s own publicity created, and wider sets of media 
and public commentary repeated and amplified. In an interview 
with the New Yorker, the prominent political theorist and public 
intellectual Pratap Bhanu Mehta noted: ‘It is very clear that the 

18 The significant comparative advantage of the BJP in terms of both formal cadre numbers 
and informal supporter–volunteers meant that it could access a large pool of localized 
knowledge labour for this purpose, and the BJP’s data capacities thus easily outstripped 
those of its political rivals.
19 In his work on data-driven election campaigns in the USA, Eitan Hersh has examined 
the determining role of ‘informational contexts’, that is, how the availability of public 
informational resources structure campaign perceptions and calculations about voters. 
Extending this insight to India, we see that pre-existing sociocultural ‘knowledge maps’, 
for example, the widespread belief that caste and religion are the building blocks of 
Indian society also shapes ideas of the ‘perceived voter’. Moreover, just as the availability 
of precinct-level data on ‘swing voter’ behaviour in the 1970s got US electoral campaigns 
to differentiate between turnout and persuasion tactics, the availability of booth-level 
data in India, where voting choices of a relatively small number of people are now publicly 
known (booths average a population of 1,200, some are as small as 300 voters), also has 
consequential political effects. See Hersh (2015).
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salience of traditional ways of thinking about caste are declining, 
and it is allowing the BJP to mobilise a fairly wide cross-section 
of Indians across different castes into a larger Hindu narrative’ 
(Chotiner 2019).

Extending the post-caste thesis to the political psychological 
make-up of UP voters, a data analytics firm Anthro.ai predicted 
that the post-caste strategies of the BJP would reap rich electoral 
dividends because they accurately captured the true needs and 
sentiments of the contemporary voter. 

In today’s Uttar Pradesh, we are increasingly seeing young 
people assert their individualism, often defining themselves by 
the work they do/professional tribes they belong to. It would 
not be wrong to say that we see an emergence of a class of 
people who are rejecting social identities, and are focused on 
the hopes, fears and aspirations of their individual identities. 
(Handique 2019)

In these accounts, ‘post-caste’ refers to a shift in the mean-
ingful unit of electoral politics, away from the aggregated and 
hierarchical identities of caste vote banks to the level of the indi-
vidual. However, this does not mean that politics is freed from 
considerations of caste, rather caste identities are recrafted and 
configured into a new matrix of political value shaped by differently 
contoured ‘socio-technical relationalities’ (Mertia 2020). Indeed, a 
close look at what the electoral strategies of the BJP during the 
Uttar Pradesh elections of 2017 actually entailed shows that caste 
arithmetic was a primary concern of the campaign, and that the 
difference lay in the nuance and scale of the various caste catego-
ries and units that were used by the party. For instance, instead 
of the Dalit vote or the OBC vote, the BJP’s electoral strategy for 
Uttar Pradesh zoned in on the more striated sub-categories of the 
‘non-Jatav Dalit voter’ and the ‘non-Yadav OBC voter’. Finessing 
or ‘slicing and dicing’ extant caste categories to create new units 
of electoral agency and meaning was a central concern for the BJP 
campaign and its data collection efforts in 2019, and its practice 
of target politics continued to be embedded within a caste-based 
imaginary of Indian social worlds. Accounts of the campaign data 
practices, however, present a very different picture, of how the BJP 
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IT cell prioritized the collection of localized caste data in order to 
develop a fine-grained strategy of tailoring its electoral practices 
(e.g., voter appeals, selection of candidates) to the ‘caste arithmetic’ 
that prevailed in different constituencies.

In sum, the BJP’s data-driven campaign of 2019 was not about 
the rejection of caste and other group identities, such as religion 
and ethnicity in electoral strategy and their replacement with 
individualized electoral approaches that are grounded in granular 
profiles of the fears and aspirations, lifestyle preferences, emotional 
dispositions, and behavioural nuances of individuals. Rather, 
the campaign reworked or repurposed the socio-historical group 
identity of caste as an individually expressed, neurologically and 
sentimentally wired, behavioural and psychographic category.

The calculations about caste in the BJP campaign as well as 
in the broader media discussions on the determinants of voting 
choice in 2019 reveal, through their vocabularies of Dalit aspira-
tions, middle-class insecurities, Hindu fears and youth ambitions, 
a new understanding of so-called primordial or essentialist group 
identities. These are associated now not just with the weight of 
historical and social conventions but also with psychological and 
neuro-behavioural attributes such as a state of mind, sentiment, 
or drive. Pace David Mosse’s important account of how the under-
standing of caste evolved from an analytical ‘enclosure’ of ideology, 
culture, and religion to that of politics (Mosse 2020), we could point 
to a third transformation that may be underway in the present 
moment. In the caste data maps of the electorate that were deployed 
by electoral campaigns in 2019, caste has been modulated yet again.

The data models developed by Anthro.ai reconfigure caste as a 
combination of tangible and subconscious attributes and relate it to 
personality, mood, and value typologies; consumption choices; and 
embodied, publicly visible styles and looks. To back up their claim 
that a ‘new normal is emerging around caste identities’, Anthro.ai 
analysts dwelled on the assertive effect of TikTok videos uploaded 
by young Dalit men in Uttar Pradesh. In the TikTok videos tagged 
with #Dalit and #JaiBhim hashtags, they noted, ‘you will find a 
group of young, confident men and women who are challenging 
the status quo. Some of them have the word “Chamar” [a Dalit 
subcaste] shaved into their haircuts’ (Nag 2019a).



SRIRUPA ROY304

Although this emphasis on self-making and mediated perfor-
mativity as the main identifier of caste is a departure from the 
standard conventions of caste analysis, older epistemologies of 
caste knowledge continue to thrive in digital political worlds. For 
instance, the data models of Anthro.ai are built upon principles 
of segmentary and essentialist caste representation that use 
patrilineal name conventions to determine a fixed caste identity. 
Much like census enumeration conventions that are more than a 
century old, algorithms identify ‘Dalit usernames’ on social media 
and fix subjects as Dalits rather than men, workers, 23 year olds, 
bhangra music fans, or allergic to cats, to take a random array 
of membership and identity categories that could be applied to a 
social media post.

Similar to the aggregate political choice assumptions made by 
vote bank theories of caste politics, the digital metrics of the Anthro.
ai universe presume that individuals belonging to different caste 
groups have distinct psychosocial identities and political behav-
iours. The task at hand is to determine the grammar of caste differ-
ence, not to unsettle the presumption of an essential or substantial 
caste distinction as such. Moreover, in the 21st century data models, 
much like their 19th-century forebears, caste identity functions as 
an extrapolated or generalized and predictive category. Based on 
the analysis of a limited set of TikTok videos, Anthro.ai drew up a 
general profile of ‘the new normal’ of Dalit identity and used this 
to predict voting behaviour and electoral results—a prediction that 
was completely inaccurate, as we know now.20

CONCLUSION
This brief review of the BJP’s digital strategies in the 2019 general 
elections has engaged an ongoing debate on the political effects 
of digital and data technologies. Moving away from individual 
voter manipulation theories of how cutting-edge digital and data 

20 Anthro.ai had widely publicized a predicted win for the Maha Gathbandhan (Great 
Coalition) alliance of political parties in the state of Uttar Pradesh, relying heavily on 
its big data and AI-derived model of the new ‘assertive voter’ and the ‘new normal’ of 
changing caste identities in the state. However, the predictions were very wide of the 
mark, with the Gathbandhan winning 15 seats instead of the 40–55 that the models had 
very confidently predicted (Nag 2019b).
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tools probe and mould individual voter choices, I highlighted the 
narrative performances and generative knowledge practices that 
establish particular and normative ideas of self, society, agency, 
and politics as universal social truths. I argued that ‘data dazzle’ and 
‘narrative power’ or the performative, narrative, and reputational 
elements of the 2019 digital campaign were of prime importance 
to the BJP victory. The political efficacy of digital and data tech-
nologies was linked to their signalling effects, or the stories told 
about their use and their power. Moreover, voters were not the 
only audiences of these digital and data narratives: the BJP’s 
digital campaign also served the strategic organizational goals of 
cadre-building and consolidating the loyalty and cohesion of party 
workers. Reviewing the practices of political micro-targeting, I also 
concluded that rather than accessing the real truth about the indi-
vidual voter, digital and data technologies made particular kinds 
of individual truth claims. Reworked older and enduring assump-
tions about caste, religion, and ethnic determinations of individual 
behaviour, they produced ‘new primordialisms’ that strengthened 
rather than diminished the political salience of group identity. As 
future electoral campaigns intensify their use of digital and data 
technologies, we can expect these new primordialist ideas to gain 
further political salience, though the extent to which these new 
ideas will extend beyond the time space of electoral campaigns to 
influence the terms of quotidian political debate and action remains 
an open question.

Conceptions of the individual and of political agency are being 
reworked in digital political futures. As Zeynep Tufekci has reminded 
us, data and digital politics rely on specific technical methods that in 
turn draw on specific epistemologies, assumptions, and hypotheses 
about human social existence and behaviour (Tufekci 2014). For 
instance, when methodologies of psychometry, personality profil-
ing, sentiment analysis, or digital listening are used, it means that 
alongside new technical expertise, new sets of knowledge practices 
are produced as well. They construct the individual in ways that do 
not line up with prevailing paradigms of either reflexive individual 
subjectivity (self-awareness) or rational choice.

In the present moment, the view of individual agency as 
the product of a deliberated and conscious decision is being 
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supplemented by a new understanding of how instinctual propen-
sities and precognitive drives and emotions determine individual 
human actions and choice. To understand how the digital trans-
forms the political, we should move beyond familiar concerns 
about the erosion of individual privacy and the manipulation 
of individual preferences, to look at the actual practices of data 
creation, collection, analysis, and communication through which 
digital politics ‘makes up individuals’ (pace Hacking 1984) in the 
first place. This has direct implications for how we formulate 
analytical and political responses to the phenomenon of digital 
politics. What does it mean for democratic futures when the 
digital individual becomes the main political agent and subject 
of democracy?
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