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Abstract: The rise of social media platforms has profoundly transformed communication in South
Asia, especially in Bangladesh. While enabling democratic participation, these platforms have
simultaneously become tools for orchestrating mob violence and extrajudicial trials. This research
critically explores how social media has facilitated digital vigilantism, often leading to brutal acts of
mob justice. Using a mixed-methods approach, including case study analysis, media monitoring, and
interviews, the study demonstrates the link between online misinformation and offline violence. The
findings highlight the urgent need for regulatory mechanisms and digital literacy programs to
prevent the misuse of these platforms. The paper concludes with policy-oriented recommendations
to counteract the growing threat of online-fueled mob violence in the region.
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1. Introduction

In South Asia, where state institutions often struggle with inefficiencies and delays in justice
delivery, public trust in legal processes remains low. This vacuum has fueled an environment
conducive to mob violence, especially when catalyzed by viral misinformation and incendiary social
media content. Bangladesh, a digital frontier among developing countries, presents a stark case
where platforms like Facebook and YouTube have been weaponized to incite hatred, create mass
hysteria, and deliver vigilante justice. Recent years have witnessed fatal incidents where individuals
accused of blasphemy, theft, or political dissent were lynched based on social media rumors. This
study delves into these phenomena, analyzing how digital spaces shape real-world violence in
contemporary South Asia. Mob violence has taken a new digital turn in South Asia, particularly in
Bangladesh, where viral misinformation spread via social media platforms frequently results in fatal
extrajudicial actions. The convergence of religious sentiment, political manipulation, and digital
illiteracy creates a volatile environment in which false accusations—especially of blasphemy or
kidnapping —trigger mob trials. This study explores how these incidents unfold, who they affect
most, and what systemic failures enable their recurrence.

2. Objectives of the Study

The study was conducted with the following primary objectives:

1. To investigate the role of social media in inciting mob violence and extrajudicial actions in
South Asia, particularly in Bangladesh.

2. To identify and analyze the key misinformation triggers and emotional mobilization
techniques used on platforms like Facebook, WhatsApp, and YouTube.

3. To examine the socio-demographic profiles of victims and perpetrators of mob violence
initiated through digital channels.

© 2025 by the author(s). Distributed under a Creative Commons CC BY license.


https://doi.org/10.20944/preprints202504.2021.v1
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/

Preprints.org (www.preprints.org) | NOT PEER-REVIEWED | Posted: 24 April 2025 d0i:10.20944/preprints202504.2021.v1

2 of 9

4. To evaluate the response mechanisms of law enforcement, local authorities, and civil society
in preventing or mitigating such incidents.

5. To apply relevant theoretical frameworks (Moral Panic and Digital Public Sphere theories) in
interpreting the intersection of digital communication and grassroots violence.

6. To propose evidence-based policy recommendations for digital literacy, content moderation,
and institutional reform aimed at curbing the misuse of social media in communal violence.

3. Literature Review

Previous studies (Rahman, 2020; Bose, 2019; Sen, 2021) have identified the role of social media
in spreading hate speech and false narratives in India, Pakistan, and Bangladesh. Udupa (2018)
argued that "digital nationalism" and "religious populism" are often nurtured through echo chambers
on social media platforms. A UNDP (2021) report found that over 40% of communal incidents in
Bangladesh in the past five years were triggered by social media posts. However, limited scholarship
has connected these trends to the rise of "mob trials," a form of extrajudicial justice imposed through
crowd-sourced decisions. This study builds on such literature by introducing a focused analytical
model linking social media virality to collective violence in the South Asian context. Recent literature
shows a growing pattern of digital vigilantism in Asia (Trottier, 2017; Udupa, 2021). Studies by the
South Asia Media Commission (2022) highlight an increase in communal violence linked to viral
posts. However, few have systematically explored the intersection of misinformation, religion, and
grassroots justice within a mixed-methods framework.

4. Theoretical Framework

This research employs three theoretical roots to understand the socio-psychological and
communicative dimensions of mob violence triggered through social media: Moral Panic Theory and
Digital Public Sphere Theory, Digital Vigilantism

4.1. Digital Vigilantism (Trottier, 2017):

Explains how online publics act as decentralized enforcers of justice, especially in contexts with
weak institutions. Walter James Palmer faced global outrage including numerous death threats after
being identified as the killer of a beloved lion in Zimbabwe. Both individuals were targeted by a
clandestine form of criminal justice: digital vigilantism (DV). DV is a process where citizens are
collectively offended by other citizen activity, and respond through coordinated retaliation on digital
media, including mobile devices and social media platforms. The offending acts range from mild
breaches of social protocol (bad parking; not removing dog faeces) to terrorist acts and participation
in riots. These offensive acts are typically not meant to generate large-scale recognition. Therefore,
the targets of DV are initially unaware of the conflict in which they have been enrolled. DV is
represented in news media as a series of high-profile incidents that reflect an ideal type (Mann 2011,
Madrigal 2013, Booth2013), but it is also connected to a broader tendency that is informed by media
logics and manifest as a set of practices that reflecting one or many features of an ideal type. As stated
above, DV is a form of mediated and coordinated action. Its point of departure is moral outrage or a
general sense of offence taking, typically towards an act that has been captured and transmitted via
mobile devices and through social platforms. In response to this offence taking, users seek to render
a targeted individual (or category of individual) visible through information sharing practices such
as assembling and publishing their personal details (‘doxing’). This response is typically led by
individuals who may temporarily coalesce, for example, on a Facebook group, but are otherwise
unaffiliated with a formal organisation. DV campaigns are driven by a range of criminological
motivations, including responding to criminal events.
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4.2. Moral Panic Theory (Cohen, 1972):

Offers insight into how rapid dissemination of deviant content leads to moral outcry and mass
mobilization. A moral panic refers to an intense feeling of fear, concern, or anger throughout a
community in response to the perception that cultural values or interests are being threatened by a
specific group, known as folk devils. Moral panics are characterized by an exaggeration of the actual
threat posed by the perceived folk devil. He developed and popularized the term and stated that
moral panic occurs when “a condition, episode, person or group of persons emerges to become
defined as a threat to societal values and interests.” (Cohen, 1972, p. 1). (Cohen, 1972) Moral Panic
Theory explains how societies periodically experience waves of exaggerated concern over groups or
individuals perceived as a threat to social order. Stanley Cohen introduced the concept to describe
how media, public reaction, and political discourse collectively frame certain groups as “folk devils.”
In the context of Bangladesh, social media plays the role of a modern-day rumor mill that rapidly
generates moral panic. Individuals accused —often falsely—of blasphemy, child abduction, or
disrespect to religious sentiments are labeled as dangerous deviants. This moral labeling, fueled by
religious and nationalist rhetoric, justifies mob action as a form of community protection or divine
justice.

4.3. Digital Public Sphere Theory (Habermas, 1989)

Originally developed to explain democratic discourse in the bourgeois public sphere,
Habermas’s theory highlights how public debate and rational-critical discourse enable democratic
consensus The public sphere is seen as a domain of social life where public opinion can be formed.
(Habermas, 1991, 398) It can be seen as the breeding ground, if you want. Habermas declares several
aspects as vital for the public sphere. Mainly it is open to all citizens and constituted in every
conversation in which individuals come together to form a public. The citizen plays the role of a
private person who is not acting on behalf of a business or private interests but as one who is dealing
with matters of general interest in order to form a public sphere. There is no intimidating force behind
the public sphere but its citizens assemble and unite freely to express their opinions. The term of a
political public sphere is introduced for public discussions about topics connected to the state and
political practice. Although Habermas considers state power as ‘public power” (ibid. 398) which is
legitimized through the public in elections, the state and its forceful practices and powers are not part
but are a counterpart of a public sphere where opinions are formed. Therefore, public opinion has to
control the state and its authority in everyday discussions, as well as through formal elections. A
public sphere is the basic requirement to mediate between state and society and in an ideal situation
permits democratic control of state activities. To allow discussions and the formation of a public
opinion a record of state-related activities and legal actions has to be publicly accessible. In its digital
adaptation, the theory critiques the deterioration of reasoned discourse on platforms like Facebook
and WhatsApp. Rather than encouraging dialogue, social media in Bangladesh often acts as an echo
chamber of emotionally charged misinformation. The digital public sphere is hijacked by viral
outrage and populist rhetoric, weakening institutions and fostering mob justice.

Together, these frameworks illuminate the socio-technical pathways through which online
rumors escalate into offline violence. Theories of moral panic and digital public discourse provide
tools to analyze how panic is manufactured and how the structure of digital communication
facilitates mob trials. This intersection helps unpack how online anger is translated into real-world
action, driven by groupthink, misinformation, and emotional contagion.

5. Research Methods

The study uses a mixed-method approach:

e  Qualitative Analysis: In-depth case studies of mob violence incidents in Bangladesh (2018-
2024), using news archives, social media content analysis, and field reports.
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¢  Quantitative Survey: A structured survey with 300 participants in Bangladesh to measure
exposure to and belief in social media rumors.

e Interviews: Semi-structured interviews with 20 experts, including journalists, police officials,
and digital rights activists.

Data were triangulated to ensure reliability and validity.

6. Data Presentation and Analysis

A. Frequency of Mob Violence Incidents in Bangladesh (2018-2024)

Year No. of Incidents Misinformation Triggered (%)
2018 21 67%
2019 28 71%
2020 19 58%
2021 33 76%
2022 25 80%
2023 30 82%
2024 97 97%

Figure 1. Increase in misinformation-driven mob violence over time.

B. Platforms Most Commonly Used for Triggering Violence

e  Facebook: 82%
e  YouTube: 9%

e WhatsApp: 7%
o  TikTok: 2%

Figure 2. Dominance of Facebook in inciting mob activities.

C. Thematic Content of Misinformation

Frequenc
Theme © /o)q y
Religious Insult 46%
Child Abduction 21%
Theft Allegations 18%
Political Defamation 15%

Figure 3. Types of viral rumors leading to violence.

D. Survey Insights (Bangladesh, 2024)

e 64% of respondents admitted to sharing unverified posts.
e 71% believed that social media was "sometimes more truthful than mainstream media."
e 52% supported “quick justice” if someone was “clearly guilty” in a video.

6.1 Data Presentation and Analysis section using an inclusive approach, incorporating
intersectionality (age, gender, location), stakeholder perspectives (community, law enforcement,
victims), and narrative accounts alongside statistical insights.
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6.2. Data Presentation and Analysis (Inclusive Approach)

This section applies an inclusive analytical lens, integrating statistical data with qualitative
narratives, intersectional dimensions (gender, age, region), and diverse stakeholder voices (victims,
activists, law enforcement). The aim is to present not just the extent but also the impact of social media-
fueled mob violence in Bangladesh and broader South Asia.

A. Quantitative Trends and Patterns

Table 1. Mob Violence Cases in Bangladesh (2018-2024).

Year Reported Cases Fatalities ,1;1 ;sgl;:;rﬁiz)on
2018 21 11 67%
2019 28 16 71%
2020 19 9 58%
2021 33 22 76%
2022 25 14 80%
2023 30 18 82%
2024 97 52 97%

Key Insight: The data show a persistent rise in the share of mob violence triggered by false
social media content, especially since 2024.
B. Social Media Platforms Implicated

Figure 4. Platforms Used to Incite Mob Violence (2018-2024).

e  Facebook: 82%
e  YouTube: 9%

e WhatsApp: 7%
o  TikTok: 2%

Narrative Insight: A cybercrime official in Dhaka remarked, “Facebook remains the easiest tool to spread
moral panic overnight, especially in rural and semi-urban areas where fact-checking is rare.”
C. Intersectional Impact Analysis

Table 2. Victim Demographics in Select Mob Violence Cases (n=50).

Category Percentage
Male victims 76%
Female victims 18%
Children/Teens 6%

Rural residents 68%
Urban residents 32%
Religious minorities (Hindus, Christians, Ahmadiyya) 24%

Interpretation: Rural, marginalized, and minority communities are disproportionately affected.
Victims are often chosen based on viral labeling without any verification or legal due process.
D. Survey Findings — Public Perception (Bangladesh, 2024)
Based on a structured survey (n=300), stratified by age, gender, and region:
e 64% of respondents admitted to sharing unverified content.
e  71% said they believe social media posts “are sometimes more honest than TV news.”
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e 47% believed mob justice was “sometimes justified” when “authorities are slow.”
e 65% of youth (age 18-30) showed high exposure to viral hate content.

Quote from a 24-year-old respondent:

"In my village, if someone is accused online, people react first and ask questions later. It’s like being
declared guilty by the crowd.”
E. Qualitative Case Studies (Inclusive Voices)
Case 1: Rangpur, 2021 - Blasphemy Rumor

A Hindu man was lynched after a doctored screenshot alleging blasphemy spread on Facebook.
Police later confirmed the post was fake.

o Victim’'s sister: “He didn’t even use Facebook. Now we are displaced and shunned.”
o Community elder: “People acted on emotion; they feared religious backlash.”

Case 2: Cumilla, 2022 — Quran Desecration Allegation
Viral video clips led to attacks on temples and homes.

e Local Imam: “I tried calming the crowd, but the video had already done the damage.”
e NGO worker: “This is not religion; it's digitally manipulated hysteria.”

F. Stakeholder Analysis

Police Perspective:

J “Our challenge is speed. By the time we trace the source, damage is done.”

J Urged for Al-based content flags and community-based digital watchdogs.
Civil Society Viewpoint:

J “There is a toxic mix of digital illiteracy and political opportunism.”

J Need for inclusive counter-narratives and youth engagement in online civics.

Policy Recommendation Trend from Stakeholders:

J Promote inclusive digital education in schools.
U Implement localized content moderation in Bangla and regional dialects.
o Enhance community-police partnerships to prevent mob escalation.

Inclusive Analysis Summary Table

Lens of Inclusion Observed Insight

Women and children are underrepresented as victims but suffer

Gender indirect trauma (family displacement, stigma).

Rural areas are more vulnerable due to limited fact-checking access

Rural vs Urban .
and community echo chambers.

Religious Minorities Often. falsely accused due to longstanding prejudice and digital
targeting.
Young people are both victims and perpetrators, often manipulated by

Youth Exposure . .
political or religious actors.

. A multi-actor response is necessary: government, tech firms,
Stakeholder Inclusion o
educators, and religious leaders must work together.

Data Presentation and Analysis section using a qualitative and descriptive approach, focusing
on lived experiences, themes, narratives, and descriptive interpretation rather than numerical
statistics.

7. Data Presentation and Analysis (Qualitative and Descriptive Approach)

This section presents data through a qualitative and descriptive lens, interpreting social media-
fueled mob violence in South Asia—especially Bangladesh —through narrative case studies, thematic
coding, discourse analysis, and stakeholder interviews. The aim is to humanize the data and reveal
the complex socio-political dynamics that underlie digital mob behavior.
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A. Emergent Themes from Case Studies and Interviews
Through the analysis of 15 documented mob violence incidents (2018-2024) and 20 in-depth
interviews, five dominant themes emerged:

1. Digital Misinformation as a Catalyst

Many incidents were sparked by fake or misleading posts on Facebook, WhatsApp, and
YouTube—typically accusing individuals of blasphemy, child kidnapping, or desecration of religious
symbols. The rapid virality of such content fueled outrage and groupthink before facts could be
verified.

Interview Excerpt — Journalist in Dhaka:

“It takes one fake post to set a whole community ablaze. There’s no time to verify; people want justice on
the spot.”

2. Religious and Political Mobilization

Mob actions were often implicitly supported or politically manipulated by local religious leaders
or political actors who used viral content to stir mass emotion and rally support.
Case Narrative — Cumilla, 2022:

A temple was attacked after rumors of Quran desecration. Religious groups quickly mobilized,
and despite police intervention, local businesses were looted. Investigations later revealed the event
was orchestrated using a fake Facebook account.

3. Absence of Digital Literacy

Many participants in the violence lacked basic digital literacy, failing to differentiate between
authentic and fake content. In rural Bangladesh, viral content was often accepted as undeniable truth.
Quote — Schoolteacher in Barisal: “Our students believe everything they see on a mobile screen. It's like digital
scripture for them.”

4. Community Trauma and Displacement

The aftermath of mob violence often led to the displacement of minority families, destruction of
property, and intercommunal fear and mistrust. Victims were frequently stigmatized even after being
proven innocent.

Case Study — Rangpur, 2021:

A Hindu man was lynched over a fake blasphemy post. His family was forced to flee their village
and was denied reentry by local leaders.

5. Failure of Law Enforcement and Justice Delay

In many cases, the police arrived too late or hesitated due to fear of backlash or lack of resources.
Victims rarely saw justice, while perpetrators were shielded by mob anonymity.
Quote — Human Rights Lawyer:

“These are not just failures of justice—they re failures of imagination. Our legal system isn’t built for this
kind of viral violence.”

B. Narrative Synthesis: Victims’ Voices
Victim’s Family (Rajshahi, 2023):

"My brother was accused of stealing a child based on a Facebook rumor. He was beaten to death in front
of the market crowd. The police came after it was over. They buried him as an unknown person. We only found
his body through a viral video.”

Minority Business Owner (Chattogram, 2021):

"A fake post said I insulted Islam. I never even had a Facebook account. They burned my shop. I had to

move to a new city. No one helped us. Not even the local union office.”
C. Discourse Analysis of Online Content
An analysis of 300 social media posts related to mob violence incidents in Bangladesh reveals:

e  Emotionally charged language dominates (e.g., “kafir,” “traitor,” “thief,” “rapist”).

e  Use of religious justification: Posts often invoke religious duty to act (e.g., “punish the enemy
of Islam”).

e Visual propaganda: Short videos or doctored images are often used to manipulate public
sentiment.


https://doi.org/10.20944/preprints202504.2021.v1

Preprints.org (www.preprints.org) | NOT PEER-REVIEWED | Posted: 24 April 2025 d0i:10.20944/preprints202504.2021.v1

8 of 9

e (all to Action language is common: (“Gather at mosque,” “Don’t wait for police,” “Save our
children”).

These rhetorical patterns reinforce collective identity and urgency, pushing users to act without
verifying content.
D. Descriptive Impact Analysis

e  Psychological Impact: Fear, trauma, and PTSD among victims and their families.

e Social Fragmentation: Mob violence deepens sectarian divides and weakens interfaith
coexistence.

e Digital Disillusionment: Many interviewees expressed fear or reluctance to engage in digital
platforms after witnessing or experiencing mob harassment.

e Vigilantism Normalization: Mob trials are increasingly seen as “quick justice,” especially in
rural areas where state institutions are absent or distrusted.

E. Stakeholder Perspectives

¢  Community Leaders: A mix of concern and complicity. Some admit to failing to intervene due
to fear of backlash.

e  Police Officials: Cite lack of training and resources to tackle viral misinformation in real-time.

e Digital Activists: Demand tech regulation and grassroots awareness campaigns.

e Religious Scholars: Call for digital ethics education within madrasa and community teaching.

Summary of Qualitative Analysis

Theme Description
Misinformation Most mob incidents begin with manipulated or misinterpreted online
Triggers content

Emotional Mobilization Posts evoke fear, anger, and religious passion to spur action
Marginalized Victims  Religious minorities and rural poor are often targeted
Institutional Failure Police and judiciary are reactive, not preventive

Societal Desensitization Mob violence is becoming normalized as a form of street-level justice

8. Conclusion and Recommendations

Social media platforms have morphed from tools of communication into volatile instruments of
public punishment in South Asia. In Bangladesh, particularly, their misuse has resulted in
widespread mob justice and community destabilization. While the technology is not inherently
violent, its exploitation by malicious actors and the absence of digital literacy amplify its destructive
capacity.

Recommendations:

¢  Enforce stronger content moderation protocols in regional languages.

e  Launch nationwide digital literacy campaigns, especially among youth.

e  Strengthen cybercrime units and legal frameworks.

e  Build early-warning systems for viral misinformation through Al tools.

e  Encourage collaborations between civil society, media, and tech firms to build accountability.
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