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By Haroon Baloch1 
 
Hate speech is pervasive in Pakistani society, especially directed towards individuals and groups 
belonging to minority faiths. Religious minorities are labeled with different titles and labels. 
Several stereotypes are associated with different faiths, sects and religions, including Christians, 
Hindus, Ahmadis, Sikhs and Shia. However, when it comes to expression in online spaces where 
more and more people are joining different social media platforms for their expression, speech 
and opinion, these labels, titles and stereotypes get hugely amplified, attracting more widespread 
attention of whole communities. This report takes an account of such expressions to understand 
the nature of religion-based hate speech in Pakistan’s Twittersphere and its impacts.  
 
Background 
 
Pakistan is a Muslim majority country, where Islam is the constitutionally declared the State 
religion2. Additionally, Article 260 (3)(b) of the Constitution categorically mentions that 
Christians, Hindus, Sikhs, Budhists, Parsis, Ahmadis and Bahais are non-Muslim groups and 
communities of the country. However, the Ahmadi community in Pakistan has a history of 
resistance to being pronounced as non-Muslim in the Constitution, as they associate themselves 
with Islam. In addition, Section 298-C, a blasphemy law, of Pakistan Penal Code proposes up to 
three years’ imprisonment for a member of Ahmadi community for associating oneself with 
Islam, and says “…who directly or indirectly poses himself as Muslim, or calls, or refers to, his 
faith as Islam, or preaches or propagates his faith, or invites others to accept his faith, by words, 
either spoken or written, or by visible representations, or in any manner whatsoever outrages the 
religious feelings of Muslims…”. Similarly, discrimination and faith-based crimes against 
citizens belonging to other religions – commonly referred as religious minorities – are prevalent 
including hate crimes. Blasphemy laws have blatantly been misused/abused against those of 
Christian, Hindu and Ahmadi faiths.  

 
Although the Pakistani Constitution also talks about providing equal rights to all citizens, 
however, minority religions, sects and faiths have been facing numerous challenges vis-à-vis 
exercise of their constitutional rights and guarantees. During the latest country specific reviews 
under the UN Human Rights instruments, especially the International Covenant on Civil and 
Political Rights (ICCPR)3 and the Universal Periodic Review (UPR)4, the State Party received 

                                                
 

1 Haroon Baloch is the Program Manager and human rights researcher at Bytes for All, Pakistan. 
2 Article 2 of the Constitution of the Islamic Republic of Pakistan.  
3 OHCHR, (2017). Human Rights Committee’s concluding observations on Pakistan’s review under ICCPR, accessible 

at: www.OHCHR.org 
4 OHCHR, (2017). Universal Periodic Review, 3rd Cycle. Concluding observations on Pakistan’s review under UPR, 

accessible at: www.OHCHR.org 
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abundant recommendations to address serious human rights violations of faith-based minorities. 
They include but are not limited to revisiting/decriminalising blasphemy laws, curricula reforms, 
equal access to economic, social and cultural rights, etc. 
 
Religious expression in Pakistani social media spaces has recently witnessed a surge in the trend 
of being criminalised by the State – dubbed as either hate crime and/or profaning the majority 
Islam. Two Christian brothers, Qaisar Ayub and Amoon Ayub in December 2018 were sentenced 
with capital punishment for spreading sacrilege content online.5 Earlier, Taimoor Reza, 
belonging to Shia faith was also awarded with death penalty in June 2017 after being convicted 
by an anti-terrorism court. Reza was accused of spreading hate speech against Deobandi sect, a 
Sunni denomination of majority Islam.  
 
Pakistani social media is filled with faith-based dangerous messages directed towards Ahmadis, 
Christians, Hindus, Shia and others faiths. The following section of the report has taken a stock 
of Pakistani social media, primarily Twitter to present different shades and trends of dangerous 
speech in the country.  

 
Methodology: Twitter monitoring and scraping for dangerous messages directed at or 
concerning religious minorities. A Pakistan specific Twitter monitor was setup based on 
following keywords: 
 
[Blasphemy, blasphemous, blasphemer, ghustakh, gustakhi, Christianity, Christian, Esai, 
Maseehi, Ahmadi, Ahmadiya, Ahmedi, Ahmadya, Qadiani, Qadiyani, Qadian, Mirza Ghulam 
Ahmad, Kafir, Infidel, Takfiri, Kufr, Hindu, Hinduism, Bhagwan, Sikh, Gurdawara, Wajib Ul 
Qatal, Wajibul Qatal, Wajib Ul Qatl, Lynching, Rabwah, Dr Abdul Salam, Khatm-e-Nabuwat, 
Khatum-i-Nabuwat, Islam, Muslim, Yasu Masih, Yahudi, Choora, Chura, Chooray, and Churay.] 
 
Special credits: For data collection, Bytes for All relied on Crimson Hexagon tool facilitated by 
CIVICUS. Bytes for All is an organizational member of CIVICUS.  
 
A big chunk of the data is labeled as ‘neutral’, which means the Twitter users have used the 
keywords during their conversations; however, the messages did not include negative emotions 
or expressions targeting the minority faiths. Remaining tweets are classified in two categories, of 
which majority are labeled as ‘negative’; those that included hate content targeting minority 
faiths attached with negative emotions. A small number of tweets are labeled as ‘positive’; those 

                                                
 

5 Rehman, D. (2018). Pakistan sentences two Christian brothers to death for online blasphemy. Daily Pakistan, 
accessible at: https://en.dailypakistan.com.pk/15-Dec-2018/pakistan-sentences-christian-brothers-to-death-for-online-blasphemy 
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that included arguments pacifying the conflict conversations with positive emotions attached to 
them. 
 
Timeframe:  Two months and two days (October 12 to December 13, 2019). 
 
Trends, Findings and Discussion:   
 

a) Volume of Tweets: Total volume of tweets around the keywords remained 824,266 with 
69,999 tweets tweeted only on December 10th, the International Human Rights Day. 
Second highest spike was recorded on December 11th with over 57,000 tweets, third 
highest spike was recorded on 9th December with over 54,000 tweets and the fourth 
significant spike was recorded on 9th November with 44,521 tweets. The average tweet-
volume was recorded at 13,080. 
 

 
 

Sentiment Analysis: Out of the total volume, 36% discussion on Twitter generated 
negative sentiments with 23% growth rate, 13% generated positive sentiments with -
13% decline in the trend, whereas 51% of the entire discussion was recorded with 
neutral sentiments with -1% decline in the trend. 
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b) Topic Wheel & Cluster: The topic wheel shows that entire discussion in two months’ 
time was revolving around five main topics, including Muslims, India, Islam, Sikhs and 
Imran Khan with sub-topics of Hindus, Muslim Countries, Secular India, Sikh Pilgrims, 
Sikh Community, Kartarpur Corridor, Guru Nanak, Ahmadi Muslims, Prime Minister 
and Saudi Arabia. Some sub-themes were witnessed as common under more than one 
main theme, including Kartarpur Corridor, Prime Minister, Hindus and Islam. Kartarpur 
Corridor remained of the biggest topic being discussed among Pakistani Twitter space. 
Pakistani government took a lead in facilitating Sikh community of Pakistan and India 
to grant access to their sacred place in Pakistan. 
 

 
 

Similarly, the words cluster shows four main words including Muslim, Hindu, India and 
Sikh. Their relationship with other words further talks about ‘who is who’ and ‘what is 
what’ in terms of issues under discussion. For example, Hindu was being discussed in 
relation to blasphemy, conversions, citizenship, Islam, refugee, temple, etc. Similarly, 
Muslim was being discussed in relation to religious, majority, Afghanistan, Bangladesh 
and Turkey. Sikh was being discussed in relation to community, Kartarpur, pilgrims, 
religion and Kashmir. India was being discussed in relation to minorities, Muslims, 
Hindus and Kartarpur Corridor. See below chart: 
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c) Tweet’s Content on Keywords: Some of the keywords fetched extreme nature of 
derogatory, inciting and dangerous expression used in the Twitter spaces. Following 
discussion will present a brief analysis of the tweets content: 
 
i. Cross-border hate mongering – a detailed analysis of the tweets around the 

selected keywords found that in a majority of instances, especially around major 
faith-based developments happening in Pakistan and India, populated huge 
amount of hate mongering and exchange of dangerous messages. For example, 
Kartarpur Corridor opened by Pakistan to facilitate Sikh pilgrims on Pakistan side 
of the border also resulted in over 37,900 twitter conversations in Pakistan around 
the religious minorities some of which contained hate filled remarks. Majority 
Indian twitterati believed that it is a Pakistan military’s new strategy to use Sikh 
sentiments and Khalistan separation movement for harming India. Whereas 
Pakistanis were found arguing that it is as according to Islamic teachings where 
the religion protects the rights of other religions and faiths.  
 

ii. ‘Kafir’ – is one of the most lethal expression used for non-Muslims. This 
expression was found in 2,844 twitter discussions and mostly was used for 
Ahmadis. For example, Hamza Abbasi PTI, a Pakistani Twitter user, claims to be 
the member of ruling political party Pakistan Tehrike-e-Insaaf’s social media team 
from Rawalpindi, gets a retweet to his July tweet from another user where he 
directed to Al-Islam, the official twitter handle of Ahmadiyya Community 
Worldwide and says, “@alislam you are non-muslim (kafir) and you will never be 
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declared as muslim in Pakistan InshaAllah. We all Pakistanis know about 295c 
and 298 clause” 
 

 
iii. ‘Wajib-ul-Qatl’ – another extreme expression normally used by Pakistani Muslim 

majority for blasphemers or those changing religion from Islam to any other, or 
for non-believers. In a recent case from International Human Rights Day on 
December 10th, a women district administrator Jannat Hussain Nekokara, 
Assistant Commissioner Attock district addressed a gathering of college students 
on the topic of human rights where she talked about equality and non-
discrimination in the context of unity between majority and minorities of the 
country including Ahmadis. This generated an extreme reaction the students 
started declaring her Kafir. The situation was only resolved when the senior 
administration of the district while mediating forced Ms. Nekokara to publicly re-
iterate her faith on Prophet Mohammad as last prophet, and also declare Ahmadis 
to be non-Muslims. A video of the event went viral immediately on Twitter. 
People took on the twitter and a lot of them used expression ‘Wajib-ul-Qatl’ for 
Ahmadis and those supporting them. Over 1,028 twitter impressions were 
recorded only as one tweet by retired Indian army personnel, Major Gaurav Arya. 
Another 2,664 people engaged on his tweet on the incident. 
 

iv. ‘Choora’ – is an extreme derogatory expression, which is used to express hate in 
the context of untouchables. This expression is commonly used by Muslim 
majority for persons belonging to religious minorities in Pakistan, particularly for 
Christians. Pakistani Twitter space was also found polluted with this derogatory 
expression. Asher Azeem Gill is a Pakistani celebrity and former custom officer 
from Balochistan province, now settled in Canada. Ashir belongs to Christian faith 
and on November 6th, he tweets on an issue of a woman politician Maryam Nawaz 
who is facing accountability cases and in reply receives this derogatory expression 
mired with anti-Pakistan label. 
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d) Recommendations 
 
1. The government of Pakistan following multi-stakeholder process should engage 

with Twitter administration in developing mechanisms for checking extreme 
forms of hate expressions being used to incite violence against groups and 
individuals belonging to minority sects and faiths and those of no faith; 

2. Awareness raising campaigns on responsible use of Twitter and other social media 
platforms is urgently needed. The government, civil society and social media 
platforms need to work closely together to evolve solutions to discourage hate 
based stereotypes from society in order to mitigate the risks of dangerous hate 
crimes; and 

3. Alternate speech needs to be promoted in the society in order to promote tolerance 
towards thoughts and opinions of individuals and groups belonging to those of 
different/minority faiths. Online spaces are shrinking for these groups and an 
express effort is needed by range of actors to open them up for the minority 
groups in Pakistan.  


