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[bookmark: _Hlk189473901]Abstract This chapter seeks to explore the “protection” of perceived “vulnerable” populations (women, Dalits and Adivasis) by proponents and sympathizers of the Hindutva ideology, a cultural nationalist ideology prominent in contemporary India. These communities are portrayed as being vulnerable and, therefore, needing to be protected from the Muslim and Christian ‘Threat’.  In contemporary India, this ‘protection’ has taken multiple forms including moral policing, vigilante violence, and legislation. This chapter explores these dynamics with a particular focus on the southern Indian state of Karnataka. The chapter draws on a range of data including an analysis of newspaper coverage in English and Kannada (the state language of Karnataka), postings on X (previously known as Twitter) and civil society reports.
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1 Introduction
This chapter seeks to explore the “protection” of perceived “vulnerable” populations (women, Dalits and Adivasis) by proponents of the Hindutva ideology, a cultural nationalist ideology prominent in contemporary India. Particularly, it looks at how this protection is justified and the shapes it takes given the political and social high point of this Hindu nationalist movement. The chapter shows how the “protection” of the “vulnerable” involves the proliferation of hateful rhetoric, the institution of discriminatory laws and their extra-legal enforcement by vigilante groups. As we argue in this chapter, the system thus created ultimately serves to protect the interests of the Hindu nationalist ideology which are to create and maintain a “Hindu”[footnoteRef:2] majority in India by restricting “conversions” to other religions. Notably, this system operates completely within India’s democratic structure, therefore, showing the dominance of the Hindutva ideology in this current political moment (Hansen and Roy 2022).  [2:  Scholarship on Indian politics has unpacked the concept about the meaning of being “Hindu” and who a is included and excluded from this category. A nuanced introduction to this can be found in Pandey (1991).] 


Global human rights monitoring agencies have noted a decline in India's democracy under the Prime Ministership of Narendra Modi of the Bharatiya Janata Party. The US-based Freedom House recently downgraded India from a "free democracy" to a "partially free democracy" noting that "the Hindu nationalist government and its allies have presided over rising violence and discriminatory policies" impacting minorities (Freedom House 2021). Scholars too have noted this democratic backsliding. Drawing on the work of Israeli scholar, Sammy Smooha, Jaffrelot (2021) suggests that India can now be described as an ‘ethnic democracy’ with Hindu nationalism serving as the dominant logic of this system which relies on "outsiders" (primarily Muslims and Christians) as threats to mobilise the majority to preserve the ethnic nation. Similarly, Indrajit Roy (2024), drawing on the work of another Israeli scholar, Oren Yiftachel, argues that India's current system resembles an "ethnocracy", “where a dominant ethnos gains political control and uses the state apparatus to ethnicise the territory and society in question” (Yiftachel 2009, p. 730). These descriptors denote a structured dominance of Hindus (as expressed by the Hindutva ideology) within India’s current democratic system.

As will be elaborated later, Hindutva is a totalizing and homogenizing ideology which conceptualises the nation as a land of “Hindus”. Muslims and Christians are excluded and portrayed as "others" and "enemies" who pose a demographic threat to "Hindus". Proponents of the ideology have historically argued that the "dying Hindu race" would be displaced from their homeland by Muslims and Christians. A contemporary parallel to this is the reemergence of the ‘Great Replacement Theory’ pedalled by French white nationalist author Renaud Camus who argues that non-white immigrants would eventually displace native-born white Europeans (Wilson and Flanagan 2022). However, in India's case, the fear of displacement is internal as Muslims and Christians have been present in India for centuries.

Within the Hindutva ideology, three groups – women, Dalits and Adivasis – are seen as particularly vulnerable and susceptible to conversions to Christianity and Islam. Therefore, in order to protect the Hindu majority, Hindu nationalists have sought to ‘protect’ these groups from these perceived threats (Jenkins 2008; Gupta 2009; Osuri 2012). Portraying vulnerability is essential to justify the need for protection and discipline to control their movements and to assert authority over them (Gupta 2009) and thus, ‘protecting’ the Hindu majority. This ‘protection’ has taken multiple forms but often work in syncritic ways. The first is moral policing by Hindutva-aligned vigilante groups. Such groups and their activists police interactions (romantic and otherwise) between Hindu women and Muslim and Christian men. They also dissuade young men and women, particularly, from the seductions of foreign culture. Vigilante groups also work to stymie religious conversions from Hinduism to Christianity or Islam, often resorting to physical violence to do so. Another form this ‘protection’ of ‘vulnerable’ communities has taken is the institution of state-level laws to regulate and impede religious conversion (particularly away from Hinduism). This chapter demonstrates how these two strategies, which were until recently independent, have been made synergetic in the new wave of anti-conversion laws passed at the state level since 2019 (Selvaraj 2024). 

The Hindutva ideology is most prominently propagated in India through a constellation of organisations known as the Sangh Parivar (the Family of the Sangh). The Rashtriya Swayamsevak Sangh (RSS) is its parent organisation and includes numerous autonomous but ideologically affiliated organisations. Most notable is the Vishwa Hindu Parishad (Hindutva’s cultural organisation), which was formed in the 1960s to counter the Christian threat, particularly in Adivasi areas. Another key affiliate is the Bajrang Dal ‘a young energetic cadre with muscle power’ required to provide the ‘necessary amount of spadework for ideological dissemination and mobilization of the masses’ (Katju 2006: 335). Members of the Bajrang Dal (as well as other Hindu nationalist organisations) have in the past been linked with inciting or executing anti-minority violence (Citizens for Justice and Peace 2023).

Finally, the Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) serves as the political wing of the RSS. The party emerged from the peripheries of Indian politics, from winning only two seats in the 1984 national election to forming the government in 1998. Then, in 2014, it won a landmark election which catapulted Narendra Modi to the prime ministership where he has since remained. Additionally, the party is in power in many federal states and union territories, leading scholars to refer to India’s current political system as ‘BJP-dominant’ (Chhibber and Verma 2018; Vaishnav and Mallory 2024). Scholarship on the Sangh Parivar portrays it as a well-structured and cohesive organisation. While their methods are different, their goals are the same – to bring about a Hindu Nation (Hansen 1999; Bhatt 2001; Jaffrelot 2007; Anderson and Damle 2018).

Methodology
This chapter draws on a range of sources to illustrate the logic driving Hindutva’s demographic anxieties, its translation into legal tools, the construction of the discourse around the Christian and Muslim "threat", and the position of women, Dalits, and Adivasis within this ideology. We review original writings and statements of key Hindutva ideologues to trace the historical evolution of anxieties around religious conversions. To demonstrate how these anxieties translate into anti-conversion laws, we ground our analysis in the southern Indian state of Karnataka, drawing on reports in the media and by civil society groups to reconstruct key events. Extant studies on Hindu nationalism often focus on North Indian case studies which have been the site of key mobilisations in the movement. However, we chose to study Karnataka since the spread of Hindu nationalism in this south Indian state is relatively understudied and ripe for analysis. For example, the state recently passed one of the strictest laws to prevent religious conversions, a move which was preceded and followed by significant violence against Christians and mobilisations by vigilante groups. Karnataka, therefore, presents an ideal illustrative case to show how vigilante groups and social media narratives manufacture ‘public pressure’ which in turn translated into laws that further Hindu nationalist agenda. 

In this study, we also present new qualitative data from X (formerly Twitter) and a local Kannada language newspaper, Vijayavani, to draw connections from the ideology to contemporary attempts at shaping public discourse. Scholars have documented how social media and traditional news media have played a key role in disseminating the worldview of the Hindu right among the general public and shaping public opinion to create support for their religious nationalist agenda within India (Banaji and Bhat, 2022; Jaffrelot, 2021; Rajagopal, 2001). Therefore, in studying the evolution of anti-conversion laws in Karnataka, it is necessary to analyse the role that social media and traditional news media have played in furthering the narrative of forced religious conversions and the vulnerability of women and marginalised communities. Vijayavani has the second-highest readership among Kannada newspapers in the state, according to the last available survey (Media Research Users Council, 2020). Notably, the owner of the publication, Vijay Sankeshwar, is a politician associated with the BJP (Kulkarni, 2013). In choosing this newspaper to study, we considered the paper’s local reach and high readership as well as the technical aspect of the searchability of the website since we did not have access to print archives. A limitation of this method is that it is not definitively known whether the reports on the website appeared in the same form in print, and therefore, whether they reached the wide readership the newspaper boasts.  

Our analysis of Vijayavani focuses on the period between December 2020 and December 2022, during which Hindu nationalist groups successfully campaigned for the then BJP government in Karnataka to pass the Protection of Right to Freedom of Religion Act to deter religious conversions. We compiled all news stories on the paper’s website which were tagged with the keywords ‘conversion’ and ‘love jihad’, in English and Kannada. We then translated headlines, key quotes and summaries of the reports into English before thematically analysing the qualitative data. To study X, we identified key leaders in organisations such as the RSS, BJP, and VHP. We then compiled posts and reposts by these profiles on the themes of conversion, love jihad, Christianity, and Muslims in 2021 and 2022. In this case, the data gathered is not exhaustive; rather it is representative of the messages from these figures on the given themes. 

As scholars in the social sciences, we acknowledge that we are part of the social world we study, and therefore, it is important to discuss our positionalities and their potential to influence our research. We both come from minoritised groups that experience different forms of marginalisation through the Hindu nationalist movement. While this has motivated us to approach this study through an intersectional lens, our research is guided by our position as secular Indians. We have attempted to mitigate any bias in this study by relying on a variety of sources and ensuring transparency in our research process. 

The remainder of this chapter is structured as follows. Through an exploration of Hindutva ideologues and leaders, Section 2 introduces Hindutva’s anxieties about the ‘threat’ posed by Muslims and Christians and then highlights the need to provide protection to ‘vulnerable’ groups in Section 3. Section 4 elaborates on the symbiotic relationship between laws and other forms of violence in contemporary India, demonstrating India’s decline towards an ethnic democracy. Finally, Sections 5,6 and 7 will unpack how these dynamics operate in the southern state of Karnataka. Section 5 focuses on physical violence, Section 6 explores negative representations of Muslims and Christians in Kannada media and Section 7 explores the passage of the state’s anti-conversion law. Section 8 concludes.


2 Muslims, Christians, and the ‘dying Hindu race’
The Hindutva ideology is a cultural nationalist ideology rooted in dominant-caste logic which has historically developed in opposition to the perceived demographic and cultural ‘threat’ that Christianity and Islam posed to the ‘Hindu’ nation, ‘subjectively felt if not concretely experienced’ (Jaffrelot 2007: 13). While the term Hindutva was first introduced in the 1920s, its fundamental ideas started to cohere from the late-nineteenth century through the work of dominant-caste Hindu revivalist movements, which emerged, in large part, in response to religious ‘conversions’ by Christian missionaries, supported by the British Raj from the mid-1800s.
Their work received a boost from the results of the census-taking activities introduced by the colonial masters from the 1870s, which elevated the threat of Muslims and Christians to India’s ‘Hindus’. Before the census, religious communities were ‘fuzzy’ with indistinct boundaries between the groups. However, the publication of the initial census reports ‘congealed them into distinct, discrete and mutually exclusive groups’, and brought about the perception that the Hindu population was declining at the cost of the ‘other’ and thus escalating their threat (Bhagat 2013: 436). This is reflected in the writings of Lieutenant Colonel Mukerji, a civil servant in Bengal, in a tract called A Dying Race in 1929. He wrote about the Muslim population,
At the end of the year, they count their gains, we [Hindus] calculate our losses. They are growing in number, growing in strength, growing in wealth, growing in solidarity, we are crumbling to pieces… we are waiting for our extinction. 
(Mukerji 1929: 97)

At the time, the most significant ‘threat’ which Christians posed to the ‘Hindu’ majority was perceived to be ‘conversions’, believed to be part of a global Western expansion executed by preying on hapless ‘Hindu’ populations (further discussed in section 3) using nefarious tactics. In particular, Christian educational, medical, and other social services were viewed as sites of ‘conversions’. For example, Mukerji raised alarm bells that many parts of Adivasi-dominated central and northeast India had been ‘ear-marked by the Christian missionaries as their special field of action’ and that ‘vigorous proselytising’ was occurring (Mukerji 1929: 37). Those living in these areas were ‘daily coming under the influence of the Missionaries and their conversion is not far off’ (ibid.: 37). For Muslims, the threat came from so-called biological and social factors. For example, influential Hindu revivalist Swami Shraddhananda, in his tract, Hindu Sangathan: Saviour of a Dying Race, noted that the ‘followers of the Prophet’ were ‘more prolific’ due to their higher birth rate attributed to Muslim men’s virility, fewer marriage restrictions, and the ability for Muslim widows to remarry freely (Shraddhananda 1926: 17).

These ideas found resonance in the work of V.D. Savarkar, a prominent Hindutva ideologue. Savarkar, through a process of ‘quilting’, weaved together distinct strands of history and geography to present a ‘totalizing’ story of the nation and as such ‘created new content, connections, meanings and effects where none previously existed’ (Kapila 2021: 98). In his 1923 publication, Essentials of Hindutva, Savarkar (who notably was an atheist) articulated a conception of India as the land of Hindus. However, for Savarkar, Hindutva was more comprehensive and all-encompassing than Hinduism (the limited conception of religion in the Western sense) (Jaffrelot 2007: 15). He identified Hindus as a people with a shared race, culture (which included religion), and territory/land which should be considered the holy land of all Hindus (Savarkar 1923: 100).

By these criteria, Savarkar’s conception considers Hindus, Buddhists, Sikhs, and Jains to be essential to the nation. Christians and Muslims were cast as ‘foreigners’ or ‘outsiders’: despite having a common Fatherland, their allegiances lay with their Holylands in West Asia (ibid.: 50). Writing about Muslims and Christians, Savarkar suggests that,
their mythology and Godmen, ideas and heroes are not the children of this soil. Consequently, their names and their outlook smack of a foreign origin. Their love is divided. Nay, if some of them be really believing what they profess to do, then there can be no choice – they must set their Holy-land above their Fatherland in their love and allegiance. 
(Savarkar 1923: 113)
The political context of the 1920s is also vital to understanding the development of Savarkar’s ideas. In the years preceding this publication, Savarkar was preoccupied with the pan-Islamic mobilisation of the Khilafat movement following the First World War, and primarily the support of India’s Muslims for it. Simultaneously, Savarkar felt that Muslims in India were also gaining political power through the introduction of separate electorates for Muslims and Hindus introduced by the British Raj in 1909. Savarkar feared that these ongoing efforts would wipe out the Hindu ‘nation’ because Muslims were perceived to be ‘more aggressive and better organised, they could outmanoeuvre Hindus, who remained effete and divided into many castes and sects’ (Jaffrelot 2007: 15–16).

Therefore, for Savarkar, it was essential to have a united Hindu populace (across caste distinctions) to continue to dominate the homeland. Iqtidar (2019) suggests that Savarkar’s insistence on the religious and national homeland being the same was to make Muslims and Christians simultaneously both models to be emulated and the enemies to be mobilised against. Iqtidar suggests that by identifying qualities which Muslims were perceived to have and that Hindus should imitate ‘masculinity, virility, cohesion – Savarkar needed to define very clearly an attribute Muslims could never acquire in their claim to India’ (ibid.: 119). That attribute was the location of a community’s holy lands within India. Since Muslims and Christians could not claim that, they were left with a patina of foreignness for Savarkar that cast them outside his conception of the true nation.

Importantly, Hindu nationalists still see the possession of a majority within the homeland as an indispensable source of power and legitimacy. For example, in 2015, following the release of the 2011 census results showing that Hindus had dropped below 80 per cent of the country’s population for the first time, BJP Member of Parliament Tarun Vijay proposed and justified the need for a national-level anti-conversion law, saying that ‘it is very important to keep the Hindus in the majority in the country’ (The Tribune 2015). More recently, in 2021, Tejasvi Surya, a BJP Member of Parliament from Karnataka, hailed the passing of an anti-conversion law in his state (to be discussed in section 7) and asserted that ‘it is numerical strength that decides political power in a democracy’ (Sreeja 2021). Therefore, preserving and protecting the majority has become a vital goal of Hindutva-aligned organisations today, as noted earlier.

While current and future demographic trends do not justify these fears that Hindus would ever be displaced in their homeland (Punyani 2017), the persistent deployment of these themes by Hindutva proponents and supporters exists to escalate the fear of Muslims and Christians and operate as a tool to justify direct and structural violence against them. For example, in 2002, the then Chief Minister of Gujarat and current prime minister, Narendra Modi, in an election rally, evoked the phrase, ‘Hum Panch, Hamare Pachees’ (We five, our twenty-five) to justify the denial of state resources to Muslims in his state of Gujarat. Here, Modi alluded to Muslim men’s virility by playing to the widespread notion that Muslim men were generally allowed four wives, and each of them would produce five children (Punyani 2017). Therefore, Muslim men’s virility, backed by Islamic social customs, was considered to be a significant threat to the ‘Hindu’ nation. Through a clever play on words, he contrasted this to the national (or Hindu) standard of the National Family Planning Programme’s slogan ‘Hum do Hamare do’ (Us two, our two).

Notably, evidence shows a negligible rate of conversion between religions, which brings to questions claims of ‘rampant conversions’. For example, a 2021 report by the Pew Research Center on Religion in India found that “Among Hindus…any conversion out of the group is matched by conversion into the group” (Pew Research Center, 2021; p.31)[footnoteRef:3]. However, “conversions" continue to be used as a war-cry to keep alive the "threat" of Muslims and Christians. For example, in efforts to conjure public support for the anti-conversion legislation in Karnataka, General Secretary of the RSS, Dattatreya Hosabale, commented in a press conference that the ‘RSS is opposed to religious minorities forcing people to convert with the objective to increase their [Muslims and Christians] numbers’. He continued, ‘We are not opposed to people converting by choice. But we cannot tolerate them luring and pressuring people into conversion. This is an unethical attempt to reduce the population of Hindus’ (Vijayavani 2021a). [3:  Importantly, there is no systematic, nation-wide data on religious conversions in India. Sporadic media reports from different regions give an incomplete picture. In 2018, responding to a question in the assembly, then Gujarat Chief Minister Vijay Rupani said that, in the previous five years, 1,766 people had applied for religious conversion, of which 93.5% applicants were Hindu, 4% Muslim and 2.5% Christian (Dave, 2018). Meanwhile, a report in The New Indian Express on conversions in Kerala found that out of the 506 people who registered a change of religion in 2020, 47% had converted into Hinduism (Vidyanandan, 2021). Interestingly, the article noted that 72% of those who converted into Hinduism were Dalit Christians, likely converting to access reservation benefits. ] 


For Hindutva proponents, the main threat today continues to be Muslims and Christians. In the case of Muslims, the threat has evolved to encompass various tropes to evoke their threatening otherness. The most prominent one is the perennial fear of attack from Pakistan, India’s northwestern neighbour with whom it has experienced a long history of violence. Another trope, prominent in the northeast of India is ‘land jihad’ – a conspiracy theory that Muslims are displacing particularly marginalised Adivasi communities from their land. And finally, ‘love jihad’ – the idea that Muslim men are systematically targeting Hindu women, entrapping them through fake love, and forcibly converting them to Islam. The idea of love jihad is premised on stereotypes about Muslim men, seen also in earlier campaigns of the Hindu revivalist movement in the 1920s, as being aggressive, lustful and more virile than Hindu men (Gupta 2009: 14; Jaffrelot, 2021: 195). When it comes to Christians, ‘conversions’ continue to be the largest cause for anxiety. The Christian threat is most succinctly articulated by historian and RSS member, Shripati Shastri, who in a speech titled, ‘Christianity in India: A Retrospect’ said,

The Christians of India are converts or descendants of converts whose conversion had been secured during some period of history by force or fraud; conversion by persuasion is a rarity… Most of the converts have been victims of threats, allurements, financial stringency, ignorance, deception and persecution. The less said the better about the role of the sword in securing recruits for the gospel. It is an ugly past. 
(Shastri 1983: 14)

3 Hindutva and ‘vulnerable’ groups
In a game of numbers, maintaining the majority is essential. Within the Hindutva ideology, the Hindu majority is perceived to face a challenge to three groups considered "vulnerable” to conversions – women, Dalits (the lowest caste, formerly untouchables), and Adivasis (indigenous populations). Proponents of the ideology have therefore sought to “protect” them from this perceived threat (Jenkins, 2008; Gupta, 2009; Osuri, 2013). Yuval-Davis and Anthias (1989) suggest that women play a prominent role in the imagination of nationalist ideologies in several ways - as biological, ideological and cultural reproducers, as symbols in the discourse of nation-making, and as participants in the national, political, economic and military struggles. Recognizing this important place, the control and protection of women is vital to national and ethnic nation building, and boundary making between the nation and the “other”. 

Scholarship shows that the Hindutva ideology follows similar tropes in portraying women as vital to the Hindutva project.  Spivak (1985) notes that the discourse of protection of "brown" women was first deployed by the European colonialists in India, as elsewhere in the world, as a means to justify their "civilizing mission" as "white men” “saving brown women from brown men" (Spivak, 1985, p. 121). The successful nationalist struggle against the colonial powers brought about the emergence of the imagery of the "Hindu male protector", connoting a virile, powerful and heteronormative Hindu male who was capable of protecting the nation and especially, its women. To this effect, even the physical boundaries of the nation, described as "Bharat Mata" (Mother India), needed protection against the colonial (understood as Christian) forces but also the fears of global Islamic expansion (Chatterjee, 1993; Kapur, 2020). Similarly, dominant-caste Hindu revivalists have sought to preserve the superiority of the Hindu woman as a respectful and nurturing companion to her husband while retaining her role as the custodian and reproducer of culture and tradition. Often, this superiority was portrayed in contrast to "morally loose" Christian women (Roji, 2015) and the supposed backwardness and oppression of Muslim women who were hapless against the prowess of predatory Muslim men (Chatterjee, 1993; Sarkar, 2008).

Significantly, women are not eternally considered to be docile and confined to domesticity. They are urged to be warriors like the Hindu goddesses Kali and Durga to defend their honour and chastity from the advances of predatory, lustful Muslim and Christian men (Sarkar, 1993; Sethi, 2002). As Sethi (2002) suggests, while the default is that women are seen as the "nurturing mother" and “reservoirs of future Hindu warriors”, sometimes, they are portrayed as "avenging angels" of the Hindu cause to protect the "Hindu" nation. As will be shown in a later section, these representations have also become prominent in contemporary India in the online space, with the confluence of the rise in political and social Hindutva and the proliferation and permeance of social media in the country (Pande, 2022; Banaji and Bhat, 2022).  

Importantly, this notion of the "Hindu Male Protector" has been challenged by several scholars. Some suggest that the need to portray a virulent, assertive masculinity is a response to insecurities and anxieties about Hindu male effeminacy, especially given the history of India under Muslim rule and then under the British colonial powers (Sethi, 2002).  Others argue that the portrayal of women as victims under attack (and in need of protection) is a necessary step to justify measures to control their movements, and to assert the authority of family and community over them (Gupta, 2009). 

This trope of being the “protector" also extends to Dalits and Adivasis (and particulary to Dalit and Adivasi women). As per the last available Census of 2011, Hindus make up 79.8 per cent of the population, Muslims around 14.2 per cent and Christians around 2.3 per cent. India’s "Hindu" population is bolstered by Dalits and Adivasis who make up 16.5 and 8.5 per cent of India's population, respectively. Formerly described as “untouchables”, Dalits have chosen this ascription to represent their plight in society as being historically “crushed” or “oppressed” by dominant castes. Tribal communities, known as adivasis (meaning 'original inhabitants') have also been historically marginalised and exploited by the state and society. Neither Dalits nor Adivasis lie on the four-tier caste system, yet they are administratively considered "Hindus”. As such, they occupy a precarious position within Hinduism - essential to maintaining the “Hindu” majority, yet marginalised within it (Zavos, 2001, p. 73). An additional dimension of this precarity comes from Hindutva's fear of Dalits and Adivasis "assertiveness" in demanding their rights and choosing to convert to another religion to escape the shackles of the caste system as a form of political protest. Christians have been historically linked with education and support of Dalits and Adivasis which has in turn led to Dalits and Adivasis challenging the political, economic and social structures which bind them (Zavos, 2001; Hardiman 2002). Thus, "protecting" these "vulnerable" groups from Christians is also a form of protecting the dominant castes and their established power (Osuri, 2013).

While scholars note the exercise of agency of Dalits and Adivasis in choosing to convert to escape the oppressive caste system (Cederlof, 1997; Hardiman, 2002; Clarke, 2003; Roberts, 2016), Hindutva portrays them as “gullible” and therefore, easy “targets” for conversion. For example, in 2018, after the passage of the Jharkhand Freedom of Religion Act, the state BJPs party chief whip Radha Krishna Kishore said, “in 2001, Christian population (in Jharkhand) was 1,093,380. In [the] 2011 census, this was 1,418,608 - an increase of around 30 per cent…And who are the people being converted? The poor, the Dalit and the tribal” (Pandey, 2017).   

Rather than trying to reform Hinduism to improve the treatment of women, Dalits and Adivasis, a dual strategy is employed by Hindutva-aligned organisations. The first is to attempt to "unify" Hindu society without radically reordering its hierarchical structure, done primarily by persistently employing the ‘us vs. them’ dichotomy (Shani, 2007). The second is to “protect” these supposedly vulnerable groups from the threat of conversion out of Hinduism, particularly to Islam and Christianity. The following sections will explore how Hindutva's "protection" of women, Dalits and Adivasis from Islam and Christianity in contemporary India in fact helps protect India’s “Hindu” majority. It argues that it does so through the synergetic involvement of laws, vigilante violence and targeted hate campaigns in online and traditional media. Using the southern Indian state of Karnataka as an illustrative case study, we argue that until recently, these were disparate but have now been made synergetic in the new wave of anti-conversion laws passed at the state level since 2019. 

4 Hindutva’s protection of ‘vulnerable’ Hindus

Nielsen and Nilsen (2022) suggest that Modi’s first term in office (2014-19) was marked by an uptick in anti-minority violence and the spread of hate speech by Hindutva-aligned groups, tacitly supported by the ruling party. However, since 2019, the administration has made a concerted effort to embed these Hindutva ideals into the law (Selvaraj and Susewind 2024). Some national-level examples of this include the amendment to the Citizenship Act to allow refugees of all religions, except Islam, from neighbouring countries to become Indian citizens, and the removal of statehood for Jammu and Kashmir, India’s only Muslim-majority state.

Bringing the focus to state-level laws, here, we draw attention to the recent wave of anti-conversion laws. We show how these laws now serve as the most comprehensive legal tool to maintain the ‘Hindu majority’ in the country by placing barriers to the outward flow and incentivising the ‘return’ of ‘Hindus’ to Hinduism (Selvaraj 2024). The most pertinent innovation of this new wave of anti-conversion laws is the seemingly intentional involvement of Hindutva vigilante groups in its enforcement. Previously, vigilante violence and the demand for anti-conversion laws were seen as separate strategies to maintain the Hindu majority. However, provisions within the new anti-conversion laws bring these two strands into synergy, serving as a comprehensive effort to protect and discipline ‘Hindu’ women, Dalits, and Adivasis (Selvaraj 2024). While the roots of anti-conversion laws lie in attempts to stymie conversion to Christianity, the new wave also addresses a vital component of the Muslim ‘threat’ – ‘love jihad’.

Anti-conversion legislation has a long history in India. These were present in pre-Independent India in at least 12 princely states (Sen 2019: 114). While there have been attempts to pass a national-level anti-conversion legislation, for now, these laws have been deemed a state rather than a national prerogative. They have been passed in 13 Indian states in three waves – each more pernicious than previous versions.

Anti-conversion laws have existed in India since the 1960s but have become more pernicious since 2019 (Selvaraj 2024). These laws seek to curb “illegal” conversions by “force”, “fraud” and “allurement”. Since 2019, new laws include harsher penalties (in terms of imprisonment or financial penalties) if the person being “converted” is a Dalit or Adivasi.  Importantly, these laws exempt “reconversion” from Christianity and Islam to Hinduism, aiding the work of Sangh Parivar organizations to bolster their numbers in Adivasi dominated areas of the country. These laws also re-incentivize reconversion by offering state resources in the forms of reservations in employment and education to Dalits, once they renounce Christianity (Selvaraj 2024b). These laws are often extra-judicially enforced by members of the Sangh Parivar, leading to a spike in physical violence (Saiya and Manchanda 2019; Nielsen, Selvaraj and Nilsen 2024). 

The new wave of legislation deepens the emphasis on the role of Christian institutions which have always been portrayed by Hindu nationalists as “sites of allurement” to Christianity. Under these laws, institutions could face state sanction or loss of state funding if perceived to be participating in “conversions”. This is particularly concerning as it feeds directly into the recent tightening up of the Foreign Contribution Regulatory Act, which allows Indian based organizations to receive donations from overseas. In the past few years Christian and secular organizations like the Evangelical Fellowship of India, the Church of North India, Oxfam India and Amnesty International have also lost their licenses (Christianity Today 2024). Recent guidance from the Ministry of Home Affairs suggests that organizations could lose FCRA licenses for participation in nebulously defined activities such as “induced or forceful religious conversion” and “anti-development activities” (Christianity Today 2024a). 

This relationship is complemented by the work of the local media and the police forming a comprehensive system of hostility. Biased pro-Hindutva local coverage creates and aids the formation of ‘vigilante publics’ where the ‘public’ is prompted to be mobilised to participate in violence, its ‘defence and its disavowal’, thus minimising dissent and manufacturing support for such laws (Banaji 2018). Considering the above reasons, Selvaraj (2024) has delved into this legislation as a form of structural violence.  The next section shows how these dynamics have unfolded in the southern Indian state of Karnataka, a state which passed a law in 2022.

5 Karnataka: Hindutva’s southern laboratory
Karnataka has long been known as a ‘laboratory’ for Hindutva organisations to experiment with tactics of communal polarisation in South India. The Hindutva movement traces its history in the region to the early twentieth century (Kuthar 2020a). Over the years, Hindutva-aligned groups have developed a strong presence in Karnataka, particularly in the coastal belt (Jha 2017; Santhosh and Paleri 2020). The BJP, which traditionally had support in the Hindi heartland in central India, has found rare success in the south in Karnataka, becoming a strong player in the state’s politics. The party was in power, by itself or through a coalition, between 2006 and 2013, for the first time anywhere in South India. BJP was also the ruling party in the state from 2019 to 2023. 

Karnataka, which for centuries was known for its peaceful and syncretic culture, started experiencing episodes of violence corresponding to the rise of the Hindutva movement at the national level. Scholars and civil society organisations documenting this violence have observed that it is not sporadic but systematically engineered by Hindutva-aligned organisations, often for electoral gain (Assadi 1999, 2002; PUCL Karnataka 2001). Following the infamous demolition of the Babri Masjid[footnoteRef:4] in 1992, Karnataka saw the worst outbreak of violence between Hindu and Muslim communities compared to other southern states (Graff and Galonnier 2013).  [4:  Babri Masjid, a 16th century mosque in Ayodhya, Uttar Pradesh, built under the Mughal emperor Babar, was claimed by many Hindus as the birthplace of the deity Ram. Following decades of tensions, the issue escalated in the 1980s when the Hindu nationalist movement carried out a concerted nationwide campaign that led to the demolition of the mosque on 6 December, 1992. The disputed site was later awarded to the Hindu side by the Supreme Court and a Ram temple was inaugurated there on 22 January, 2024. To know more on the issue, see among others: Jha, D and Jha, K. (2012). Ayodhya: The Dark Night. HarperCollins India; Noorani, A.G. (2014) Destruction of the Babri Masjid, Tulika Books, New Delhi.] 


Between 2006 and 2009, the state witnessed significant anti-Christian violence. This period coincided with the BJP’s political rise in the state (People's Union for Civil Liberties Karnataka & Forum Against Atrocities on Women 2012). In 2006, the BJP formed the state government in coalition with a regional party. In the following year, rights activists recorded 48 incidents of violence against Christians across 19 districts perpetrated by members of various Hindutva outfits (PUCL Karnataka et al. 2008: 53).

The worst spate of violence, known as the ‘Church attacks’, took place in September 2008, in a series of seemingly coordinated attacks. On the morning of Sunday 14 September, churches, pastors, and worshippers came under attack in eight separate incidents in the two coastal Karnataka districts alone. Pastors and worshippers were beaten up, churches were vandalised, furniture broken and, in some places, the Bible and other religious texts were burned. At the time of the violence, the state was ruled by the BJP on its own, without a coalition partner. A report on the violence for Transparency International documented the state government’s (including the police’s) inadequate response to protect Christians during this time. It further documented that in some cases, police worked in tandem with Hindutva-aligned organisations (Saldanha 2011).	Comment by Meghana Choukkar: @Sudhir - could you help with this too? The editor has asked for references. 	Comment by Selvaraj, Mani Sudhir: done

During this same time, women also became a target of physical attacks, especially against the lure of ‘foreign culture’. The most notorious example, which gained national media attention, occurred on 24 January 2009, when a group of 40 Hindutva-aligned activists stormed a local pub called ‘Insomnia’, beating up the men and women there for violating ‘traditional Indian values’ (PUCL Karnataka 2009: 8). Jaya Kirana, a regional newspaper, defended the violence, writing,

It is said that these girls give vulgar dance performances dressed in skimpy clothes in any place one asks for. Added to this, they travel with boys at night to various places to give performances and this has also enraged many people. Though parents were warned not to send their girls to the classes, things did not change. This is what led Sri Ram Sene [a Hindu nationalist organisation founded by a former member of the RSS] to attack these classes. 
(Jaya Kirana 2009)

In addition to these major instances of violence, Muslims and Christians in this region experience everyday violence at the hands of Hindutva-aligned organisations on issues such as cow slaughter, interactions with Hindu women (love jihad), allegations of forced conversion, and desecration of places of worship (Santhosh and Paleri 2020: 569). The Karnataka Komu Souharda Vedike, a prominent civil society group, has documented 1,088 such incidents in coastal Karnataka between 2010 and 2018 and named the various Hindutva vigilante groups as the perpetrators (ibid.). For example, in July 2018, Hindutva activists attacked two women who were travelling together in Mangalore City on the allegation that the Muslim woman was trying to convert her Hindu friend (ibid.: 570). More recently, in July 2022, police visited the house of a young Muslim woman who had her Hindu friend over for a festive lunch. They were following up on a complaint made by Hindutva activists who had followed the women home and believed a ‘conversion’ attempt was under way (Irshad 2022).

6 Representation of Muslims and Christians

In post-Independence Karnataka, Hindutva-aligned organisations have been at the forefront of campaigns against minorities. These campaigns involve propagating harmful representations of Muslims and Christians and are fed simultaneously by physical attacks.

Our identification, review and analysis found that narratives in these campaigns about love jihad propagated on X (formerly Twitter) in Karnataka use familiar tropes about Muslim men as being inherently cruel, violent, and lustful. The accounts we analysed regularly tweeted and retweeted posts about Muslim men being involved in sexual crimes against girls and women, and about their alleged violent nature. For instance, in November 2022, Chakravarty Sulibele, a prominent Hindutva leader in the state, tweeted “News from MadhyaPradesh. Yunus Ansari cut Vikas Giri, his business partner into 80 pieces threw those pieces in Dudhmatia forest. Business partner of life partner Muslims are same! Be wise in choosing..” (Sulibele, 2022a). In July 2022, he reposted a video report by Reuters about a man in Pakistan who rears cattle on his rooftop barn and lowers them by crane during Eid ul-Adha, the Muslim festival of sacrifice. Sulibele commented, “Cruelty is in their blood. Koi shaq?” (Sulibele, 2022b). These posts are intended to create a perception that Muslim men are invariably cruel to animals, to women and to people in general, and they cannot be trusted in relationships. 

Hindu nationalist activists on X also propagate the narrative that Hindu women who defy their warnings and marry Muslim men are in for a life of abuse and misery. For example, Mohan Gowda, spokesperson for Hindu Janajagruti Samiti (HJS) in Karnataka, posted on 18 November 2022,

In Theerthahalli’s Ribbonpet, a Hindu staff nurse named Uma married one Abdul Khader, now because of torture from Jihadi [emphasis added] Khader, Hindu woman Uma has filed complaint with the police. How many more Hindu women should fall prey to Love Jihad? 
(Gowda 2022a)

HJS is a Hindutva group that has been at the forefront of campaigns against ‘love jihad’ and has published booklets on the issue. Gowda posted several such warnings following the discovery of a sensational murder in Delhi in November 2022, in which a Muslim man had murdered his live-in partner, a Hindu woman, dismembered her body, and stored it in a refrigerator before disposing of it in a forest (Sengar 2022). Gowda tweeted several cartoons warning Hindu women of the cruelty of Muslim men and their fake love. One cartoon showed a Hindu woman in a traditional bridal costume – with a veil on her head, a vermillion bindi, and traditional jewellery – with the words ‘Married to Ram’ next to it. Below this is a picture of a refrigerator and a suitcase with the words ‘Married to Abdul’ (Gowda 2022b). This is a reference to the Delhi murder case to warn of the violent end that awaits women who marry Muslims.

Simultaneously, posts also called for women to be active defenders of their own chastity and culture, in the onslaught of this "threat". For instance, a cartoon posted by Mohan Gowda, shows a woman as goddess Durga attacking a Muslim man (Gowda, 2021). At the same time, he also uses phrases like ‘falling prey to love jihad’, ‘another victim’, and ‘girl sacrificed to love jihad’, leaving no space for a woman’s agency. As discussed earlier, projecting this vulnerability is often a disguised attempt at asserting patriarchal male authority and ensuring discipline and protection. 

Our analysis of Vijayavani’s reporting on alleged incidents of ‘love jihad’ show that the regional paper used language very similar to that of Hidutva ideologues, labelling any relationship between a Hindu woman and Muslim man as ‘love jihad’, thus casting a shadow of doubt over it and removing any possibility for women’s agency. Reports have misleading headlines which speculate love jihad without sufficient information. For instance, a report on 22 September 2021 was titled ‘Love Jihad in Bengaluru? This is how he trapped her under the guise of love… careful!’ (Vijayavani 2021b). The story about a woman from West Bengal who was ‘trapped’ by a Muslim man pretending to be a Hindu on social media depicts the Hindutva activists involved in the case as her ‘rescuers’. There are no statements from the police and with no sources quoted, it appears as though the report was based solely on information from the Hindu nationalist activists.

Another report from 1 October 2021 is titled ‘Love Jihad in Bengaluru? Rajasthan parents fight for their daughter, chaos in front of police station’ (Vijayavani 2021c). This is about a Hindu woman from Rajasthan who married a Muslim man in a temple in Bengaluru, and her parents who are at the police station to file a complaint. The report refers to the case as love jihad from the beginning, although there is no indication of the marriage being forced or any conversion involved. The report does not have any quote from the Hindu woman or her partner but quotes the parents saying that the man has corrupted their daughter’s mind and will force her to convert in the future. Thus, with misleading headlines and biased, poorly reported news stories, Vijayavani has also contributed to the myth of Hindu women being ‘trapped’ in the love jihad plot.

The hateful rhetoric against Muslims took on more aggressive forms after the BJP returned to power in the state government in 2019. In this new era, the state has played a greater role in enabling and sometimes instigating communal polarisation. On 19 December 2019, police in Mangalore opened fire on a mostly Muslim crowd that had gathered to protest the Citizenship Amendment Act (discussed in Section 4) and even teargassed a hospital where protestors were being taken for treatment (Gatty 2019; Johnson 2019). While police claim the mobs were being violent, eyewitnesses and civil society organisations suggest that the police were targeting the Muslim community and filing false cases against Muslim youth (Gatty 2019; Shantha 2020).

Later, anti-Muslim sentiment visibly escalated across Karnataka in a pitched battle over wearing hijabs in schools and colleges. The issue started with one pre-university college in coastal Karnataka where a few Muslim girls demanded the right to wear the hijab in the classroom (Rakesh 2022). They were supported by a Muslim organisation, the Popular Front of India (PFI) which has since been banned on allegations of terrorism. The issue soon escalated, spreading across the state, with several schools and colleges banning hijabs in educational institutions. Hindutva groups supplied Hindu students with saffron shawls and organised protests against the hijab in schools and colleges (Bhat 2022a). While the petition against the hijab ban is now pending before the Supreme Court (a split verdict was delivered in October 2022 necessitating a hearing before a larger bench), the education of Muslim girls has been severely impacted, with over 400 girls in one district missing classes and examinations (Bhat 2022b).

Similarly, Christians are also the subject of Hindu nationalist propaganda online and offline. Popular ideologue, Chakravarty Sulibele, tweeted on 17 March 2020,

2 those who don’t understand sarcasm let me explain what is Vatican? It is smallest n d richest country in d world. Spends billions on conversion. Whenever v face natural calamities dey take d advantage and convert the people by distributing food n cloth n ignore der own people now.
(Sulibele 2020)

Alongside suspicions of foreign funding and humanitarian aid as an instrument of conversion, the posts also revealed a fear of Christianity having a corrupting influence on ‘Hindu culture’. Another leader, Mohan Gowda, tweeted on Christmas Eve in 2021, ‘Easy method to identify Hindus who have converted. “All the Hindu households who put up special lighting on Dec 25, all of them are considered to have converted” – Respected Madara Chennaiah Swamiji’ (Gowda 2021). Prominent extremist leader, Pramod Muthalik, said in a television interview, ‘In all Christian schools, you are not allowed to wear bangles, kumkum… We should think about how Christian convent schools are ruining our great culture, scientific culture’ (Vijayavani 2022).

This suspicion of Christian schools resulted in a controversy in April 2022. Hindu Janajagruti Samiti objected to the rulebook of a convent school in the state capital, Bengaluru, which stated that parents must declare that they do not object to their children attending Scripture classes and carrying a copy of the Bible (Firstpost 2022). A controversy was created that the school was attempting to convert non-Christians. The school, meanwhile, held a press conference to say that the declaration had been in place for a long time and that the Bible was only used to impart moral values (Kumar 2022). Notably, the then BJP government in Karnataka was working on a plan to introduce the Bhagavad Gita, a Hindu holy text, in state-run schools (Firstpost 2022).

7 Karnataka’s Freedom of Religion Act
The demand from Hindutva groups in Karnataka for an anti-conversion law which started in 2006 was finally fulfilled by the BJP in September 2022. Nearly a year after it was passed in the Lower House of the Legislative Assembly, the Protection of Right to Freedom of Religion Act was passed in the Upper House where previously it had been blocked, since BJP did not have a majority. This law is among one of the harshest legislations aimed at prohibiting religious conversion[footnoteRef:5]. Although the Indian National Congress promised to repeal the law when it was elected to the state government in 2023, the Act still remains in place and at least 30 cases were registered between May 2022 and June 2024 (Sheth, 2024). In the months leading up to December 2021, when the bill was first introduced in the Assembly, the directives of the government, activities of Hindutva groups, and discourses in the regional media converged to create the narrative that there were large-scale forced conversions occurring in Karnataka and a law was urgently needed to tackle the issue. [5:  A more detailed exploration of this and other similar legislation can be found in Selvaraj (2024).] 


BJP leaders made fervent attempts to deny that these laws disproportionately impact any religious groups. For example, former state BJP president and Member of Parliament representing Dakshina Kannada, Nalin Kumar Kateel, tweeted his op-ed in the Samyukta Karnataka to challenge the perception that the bill targeted Christians, writing, ‘It is wrong to think that the Act to regulate conversion is an Act brought against a specific community. This will preserve the diversity of all religions’ (Kateel 2021). However, even a cursory reading of the article makes the target of the laws clear despite there being no reference to Christianity. Kateel writes about money from foreign sources being used to provide free health, education, and interest-free loans and thereby convert Adivasi populations in the northeastern states of India. Further, he writes, ‘The objective of conversion is to preach that only Western religion is great. They are trying to break society by saying that their religion is greater than this country’ (ibid.).

Reports by civil society groups and in the media indicate that there was an uptick in violence against Christians, starting from January 2021 and reaching a peak around October 2021. At least 39 attacks were recorded between January and November 2021 in which activists from Hindutva groups ‘raided’ allegedly ‘illegal’ churches and prayer halls, accusing the pastors there of engaging in forced conversions of lower-caste Hindus (PUCL Karnataka 2021). Pastors and worshippers were violently beaten up and churches vandalised. Women were physically attacked and sexually harassed, and victims reported being abused in casteist language. Most of the attacks took place in rural parts of Karnataka, mostly on poor, Dalit, and lower-caste communities who had converted to Christianity.

Pastors reported that many prayer halls were shut down later out of fear, and in many instances, Christians faced social boycott, loss of employment, and evictions. The civil society group, the People’s Union for Civil Liberties (PUCL) recorded that most victim accounts followed a similar pattern in the attacks and the role of the police – Hindu nationalist groups organise near a prayer hall and attack, the police arrive too late, and sometimes join in on the abuse against Christians, and later the police register First Information Reports (FIRs) against the pastor for forced conversions but delay filing FIRs against the Hindutva activists (ibid.).

A key event that gave momentum to the demand for an anti-conversion law was on 20 September 2021 when Goolihatti Shekar, a Member of the Legislative Assembly of the BJP, broke down during an Assembly session, raising the issue of his mother being ‘brainwashed’ by Christian missionaries to convert and describing how she had been told not to apply kumkuma (a red mark on the forehead traditionally worn by Hindu women) or perform puja (Sayeed 2022). In its report on this incident, Vijayavani notes that the police had previously investigated the case of Shekar’s mother, Puttamma’s conversion, and found that she had converted by choice.

However, the report still describes the MLA as a helpless figure who was in ‘great pain’ and repeatedly refers to the MLA’s situation in its subsequent coverage on alleged conversions (Vijayavani 2021d). When the news of Puttamma’s conversion was first reported in March 2021, she told TV channels she was happy to convert and had done so following the loss of her husband and son (Prasanna 2021). Yet, like the MLA, most Kannada media continued to describe Puttamma as having been ‘influenced’ or ‘brainwashed’ by Christian missionaries, denying any agency to Puttamma in her conversion. She, along with a few other Christian converts from backward caste communities, was later ‘brought back’ to Hinduism in a ceremony held in a temple, in the presence of MLA Shekar in October 2021 (Vijayavani 2021e). Although this reconversion happened before the new law was passed, it offers a glimpse of how it might be used in the future to ‘discipline’ women and marginalised caste communities into remaining in Hinduism.

Hindutva anxiety about the departure of lower castes from Hinduism is also evident in the statements on conversions made by various Hindu nationalist leaders and the discourse in traditional and social media. Dalits, Adivasis, and other lower caste communities are portrayed as ‘helpless victims’ who need to be protected (disciplined). In an op-ed in the Samyukta Karnataka newspaper defending the law, Karnataka BJP president and Member of Parliament, Nalin Kumar Kateel, wrote about Christian missionaries in the northeast region of India that provide free health care, education, and loans (Kateel 2021). He wrote, ‘Once they [Adivasis] fall into the trap, it is easy to change their mind’ (ibid.).

Another strand of this rhetoric, which reveals the intention to ‘discipline’ lower caste communities, is the issue of affirmative action. BJP politicians and Hindutva activists repeatedly stated that Dalits and Adivasis who converted to Christianity should no longer receive the benefits of affirmative action. In an opinion piece in Vijayavani, Sulibele (2021) wrote, ‘[T]hose Dalits who convert to Christianity for the sake of equality are snatching opportunities from Dalits who remain in Hinduism’ and argued that ‘Dalits will have great benefits if they remain within Hinduism which is transforming itself.’

A disturbing phenomenon in the passing of this law is how the state, BJP as a political party, and activists on the ground coordinated their efforts to make it appear as if forced conversions were a pressing issue in the state, despite lack of evidence. In July 2021, the state government issued an order to conduct a survey on all churches in the state and collect information such as location, details of landholding, and name of the pastor (DHNS 2021). This order was challenged as unconstitutional in the High Court by the PUCL (PUCL Karnataka 2021).

During his breakdown in the Assembly, MLA Shekar claimed (without evidence) that 15,000–20,000 Dalits and Adivasis had already been converted by missionaries in his constituency (TNIE 2021). Similar claims were made by other MLAs, including a non-BJP MLA. These statements were later used by the Home Minister as justification for bringing in a new law (ibid.). After MLA Shekar’s claims in the Assembly, a legislative committee on backward classes and minorities headed by him again pushed for a report on ‘both legal and illegal’ churches in the state to control ‘forced conversions’ (The Hindu 2021). Meanwhile, a government official in Shekar’s constituency ordered a survey to look into his claims of large-scale forced conversions and filed a report stating that only eight people had converted, and none by coercion (The News Minute 2021). The official was soon transferred out of the post without explanation (The News Minute 2021). In this period following Shekar’s claims in the Assembly, Hindutva outfits staged several attacks claiming to prevent forced conversions. BJP MLAs also participated in these ‘raids’ (Prasanna 2021). An independent news outlet The News Minute reported that Hindutva activists openly admitted to their reporter that the upsurge in ‘raids’ was intended to highlight the issue of conversion and create pressure on the government to introduce an anti-conversion law (ibid.).

The media also played a role in pushing this narrative. Our analysis of Vijayavani’s coverage on conversions and the ‘raids’ by Hindutva groups showed that the reporting was biased, one-sided, and often unquestioningly presented claims of Hindu nationalist groups as facts. For instance, in a major incident on 18 October in Hubli, activists went into a church and sang bhajans (Hindu devotional songs), claiming that the pastor had forcefully converted a Dalit man (Kidwai 2021). The pastor and some worshippers were injured in the skirmish and they denied the allegations. This was reported in Vijayavani with the headline ‘Pastor attempts conversion; Hindu organisations stage protest near police station’, despite no proof of forceful conversion at this stage (Vijayavani 2021f).

This and other reports on ‘raids’ in Vijayavani did not present the perspective of the pastors and believers who were affected. There was no mention of the physical attacks and sexual abuse perpetrated by the activists, or of the vandalism of churches, which was reported in several English media and independent publications. The newspaper also published an editorial September 2021 titled ‘Apt action necessary: plague of conversion has caused great concern’ (Vijayavani 2021g; emphasis added).

8 Conclusion
This chapter explored how Hindutva’s proponents and sympathizers have created an intricate and comprehensive mechanism of "protecting" “vulnerable” groups to protect the “Hindu” majority. This confluence of laws and vigilante violence, coupled with biased (traditional and social) media discourse has formed a system of hostility to elevate and seemingly respond to the "threat" of Muslims and Christians. In effect, this system seeks to deter movement out of Hinduism and towards Christianity and Islam though stick and carrot methods. Proponents of Hindutva thrive on the assumption that they represent the majority in the country, and they have leveraged electoral victories to boost their claim of representing the majority (despite the BJP never winning more than 40 percent of the votes in a national election). The analysis presented in this chapter shows that the efforts to mainstream Hindutva ideals into India’s political-legal structure have been executed through democratic structures and not by by-passing them, therefore, supporting the budding notion of India’s decline into an “ethnic democracy” or an “ethnocracy” where Hindus are favoured within India’s democratic system.

India is by no means unique in terms of the presence of laws which restrict the practice of faith. 
They can be found in neighbouring South Asian states like Sri Lanka, Pakistan and Bangladesh. What makes the Indian situation unique is the synergetic relationship between the ruling dispensation which leans towards the Hindutva ideology, and the Hindutva-aligned social movements. This coupling promotes the Hindutva agenda and further embeds it in the political, legal, and social life of the country. Particularly, the new wave of anti-conversion laws in India act as a comprehensive restriction of faith as guaranteed in the Indian constitution and international law. The wording and framing of the law re-enforces boundaries and facilitates the threat of physical violence in case those boundaries are not respected. Thus, the influence of these groups in a Hindu state must be a source of grave concern. This chapter explored, the precarious position of the vulnerable (particularly women, Dalits and Adivasis) in India. Being integral to the Hindu nation, their ‘protection’ in actuality protects the ‘Hindu’ nation.
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