
 

495 | P a g e  

 

Media and Student Protests:  

A Case Study of JNU protest 2016 
Apoorva Ravi 

Assistant professor, Department of Journalism, Jain University, SHSS, India 

ABSTRACT 

Protests tend to bring about conflict. And conflicts lead to protests. Ever since the birth of democracy, protests 

have been a way to express public opinion. They showcase the needs and demands of the ones being governed to 

the ones governing them. “Protests often take the form of overt public displays, demonstrations, and civil 

disobedience, but may also include covert activities such as petitions, boycotts/boycotts, lobbying, and various 

online activities.”([1])Protests by the youth areimportant in understanding the process in which youth identity 

is shaped. And the role of media is crucial in this identity formation.What role is media playing in shaping 

public opinion about the youth protests happening in India?  What is it doing to give both sides of the story to 

the public? How are the media portrayals of protests shaping youth identity? This paper aims to find answers to 

these questions taking the JNU protests as a case study. A content analysis of print archives of the coverage will 

be conducted.  The objective of the study is to understand as to how media representation has to be improved.  
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I. INTRODUCTION 
Protests play a huge role in a democracy in voicing the opinion of the masses and showcase dissent. Student 

unions and protests play a vital role in enabling the University or the government to understand the problems 

of students.  

Media, being the fourth estate of democracy, plays a vital role in showcasing information to the public with 

truthfulness and objectivity. But is it always the case? Or do the media lose objectivity during critical 

moments? Or does it continue to be fair and unbiased? 

This paper aims to understand media portrayal ofJNUprotest to understand whether media has lost objectivity 

or has remained unbiased. In the process, the paper also aims to understand how youth identity is shaped by 

protests. 

1.1. Theoretical Framework 

Grounded theory has been used in the study to create themes from data. The themes that are formulated 

inductively answer the research questions.  The paper can later be further extended to formulate a theory from 

data. 

“Grounded theory involves the progressive identification and integration of categories of meaning fromdata.  

Grounded theory as method provides us with guidelines on how to identify categories, how to make links 

between categories and how to establish relationships between them.”( [2] ) 
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1.2. Research Questions  

The paper aims to answer the following research questions: 

 Is the Media portrayal of protests in line with the principles of Democracy? 

 Does media portrayal indicate any ideological inclination of the chosen newspapers? 

 What role is media playing in shaping public opinion about the youth protests happening in India? 

2. LITERATURE REVIEW 

Studies have revealed that group identification plays a vital role in sparking protests. “Resource 

Mobilizationtheory, Social Identity theory and Racial Identity theory provide powerful explanations for UKZN 

students to mobilize for protest. These approaches explain why group identification functions as an unavoidable 

inspiration for a politicized identity” [3]. 

This study aims to understand as to how does the need for group identification leads to protests in the Indian 

scenario. And how do protests in turn indirectly lead to identity formation. Also, other papers have presented 

findings which find correlation between social conscience and emotions in leading to protests for social causes 

like the Nirbhaya rape case. “The findings highlight the importance of anger and anxiety in stirring the 

collective conscience, and identify that positive emotion was pervasive during the protest event”( 4 ) 

In this study, the goal is to reveal the role of conflict in shaping youth identity. 

3. METHODOLOGY AND SAMPLING 

In this study, Grounded Theory has been used to understand the representation of protests by media. Themes 

generated by the inductive, qualitative, content analysis of two prominent Indian Newspapers – The Hindu and 

The Times of India are used to answer the research questions.  

The articles by “The Hindu” and “The Times of India” have been purposively chosen. The Hindu represents a 

Marxist ideology while the Times of India represents a Liberal ideology. An analysis of articles by both these 

newspapers during 9
th

 September 2016 has been studied to understand how newspapers with two contrasting 

ideologies shape youth identity.  

4. DATA ANALYSIS 

Themes have been generated through a data driven content analysis of articles of The Hindu and The Times of   

India. The newspapers were analyzed for the following themes of newspaper principles and the  

subsequent themes and analysis are given below: 

Sl No Newspaper Balance Student Protests ABVP 

1 Hindu An analysis of the protest 

representation from Hindu articles 

show that they have showcased the 

story from all angles. Phrases like: 

„Campus on boil, Union Elections‟, 

„Anti-India‟ slogans‟, „Students 

protest „police raj‟ within campus‟ 

No space for dissent , 

Students protest „police raj‟ 

within campus‟, 

„Government does not take 

kindly to criticism‟ – were 

the phrases used by the 

paper to describe the 

The following 

statement in the paper 

– „ABVP members 

alleged that the protest 

march consisted of 

students shouting 

„anti-India‟ slogans.‟ – 
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5. DISCUSSION 

1. Is the Media portrayal of protests in line with the principles of Democracy? 

The articles of both the newspapers have condemned the stringent action taken  by the state against student 

etc – were used to represent the 

situation.  These and other phrases 

showcase a slight inclination of the 

newspaper towards the students. 

protests. Thus the 

newspaper has  given a 

voice to student protests 

and has not ignored their 

voices. 

 

The sedition charge on 

student also has been 

discussed in a neutral 

manner 

was given. Here the 

word – alleged has 

been used indicating 

that it may or may not 

be true and also the 

discussion of fake 

videos of students 

indicate that the 

newspaper‟s views are 

not  inclined towards 

the views of ABVP. 

2 Times of 

India 

The newspaper has been more vocal 

in voicing it‟s opinion against 

stringent state action when 

compared to the Hindu. 

 

The stanza - A difference of opinion, 

no matter how shocking or odious to 

some, cannot be muzzled on the 

pretext of nationalism. If anti-India 

slogans were bandied about at that 

JNU meeting, that was wrong. It is 

wrong according to me. According 

to you too perhaps. But our 

Constitution guarantees freedom of 

speech and expression within 

reasonable limits. And slogans at a 

student meet, albeit ill-judged and 

volatile, can hardly be deemed to 

have breached those limits.” – 

clearly indicates the newspaper‟s 

stand that it is an advocate of 

freedom of speech and expression. 

The sedition charge based 

on the protests has been 

spoken of by the newspaper 

using terms like – 

„outrageous over-reaction „, 

„utterly disproportionate to 

the alleged “crime”, and 

makes the state look 

irrational and paranoid.‟  

 

This indicates the 

newspaper‟s liberalistic 

stand on the protests and 

against sedition charges. 

The phrase – „witch-

hunt” on the part of 

ABVP to nail Kumar, 

who is a member of 

the leftist student 

body,‟ – indicates that 

the newspaper opines 

ideological differences 

to be a root cause for 

the problem. 
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protests.  

The following phrases appeared in „The Hindu‟ –„ No space for dissent‟ ,„Students protest „police raj‟ within 

campus‟, „Government does not take kindly to criticism‟ – in response to the sedition charges by the state. 

The following phrases appeared in „The Times of India‟ –  „outrageous over-reaction „, „utterly 

disproportionate to the alleged “crime”, „and makes the state look irrational and paranoid‟ – in response to the 

sedition charges 

These phrases indicate that the newspapers believe in the concept of „Free Speech‟ and „Freedom of Speech and 

Expression‟. They stand by the principles of Democracy and are critical of the state. 

2. Does media portrayal indicate any ideological inclination of the chosen newspapers? 

The chosen newspapers are:  The Hindu and The Times of India. 

From the study of representation it was found that „The Hindu‟ is conservative in its criticism of the state. 

Though it is critical, it has used formal language through its phrases like – „No Space for dissent‟. The Hindu, 

shows a conservative ideology with regards to representation of student protests. 

The Times of India on the other hand is found to be openly criticizing state action through phrases like - 

„outrageous over-reaction „, „utterly disproportionate to the alleged “crime”, „and makes the state look 

irrational and paranoid‟. The Times of India, shows a liberal ideology with regards to its representation of 

student protests. 

3. What role is media playing in shaping public opinion about the youth protests happening in 

India? 

By being in line with Democratic principles and not abstaining from criticizing state action, the two papers have 

aptly played the role of , „the fourth estate‟ . By doing so, they have given a voice to student protests.  They have 

brought to the fore that the state action was more rigorous than essential, and that the state is trying to curb 

freedom of speech and expression.  Thus, the two publications have contributed in shaping a constructive public 

opinion with regards to the JNU student protests.  

6. CONCLUSION  

 From the discussion, it can be summarized that the portrayal of JNU protests by „The Hindu‟ and „The 

Times of India‟ was critical of state action.  

 They respected the principle- „Freedom of Speech and Expression‟ of students by saying that there is – 

„No room for dissent‟.  

 This statement is the newspapers‟ way of  letting the elected  representative and public know  that 

democracy is under threat on account of stringent actions by the state against student representatives.  

 Though the newspapers do not support the reason for protests, they rightly support the „the right to free 

speech‟ – which is a right of every citizen of the country.  

7. LIMITATIONS 

 Owing to time constraint, a comparative study of two prominent print publications has been conducted. 

 The study can be extended to include the representation of the protests  by electronic and new media 

also. 
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 The study can also be extended through in-depth interviews of  government officials. 
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