How Indian media created a “parallel reality’

Misinformation overtook newsrooms last month during the conflict with Pakistan. Some journalists are chagrined — others aren’t sorry.

BY KARISHMA M EHROTRA

NEW DELHI — Shortly after mid-
night on May 9, an Indian jour-
nalist received a WhatsApp mes-
sage from Prasar Bharati, the
state-owned public broadcaster.
Pakistan’s army chief had been
arrested, the message read, and a
coup was underway.

Within minutes, the journalist
posted the information on X, and
others followed suit. Soon
enough, it was splashed across
major Indian news networks and
went viral on social media.

The “breaking news” was en-
tirely false. There had been no
coup in Pakistan. Gen. Asim Mu-
nir, far from being behind bars,
would soon be elevated to the
rank of field marshal.

It was the most glaring — but
far from the only — example of
how misinformation swept
through Indian newsrooms last
month during several of the most
violent nights between the nucle-
ar-armed neighbors in decades.

The Washington Post spoke to
more than two dozen journalists
from some of India’s most influ-
ential news networks, as well as to
current and former Indian offi-
cials, about how the country’s
information ecosystem became
inundated with falsehoods — and
how it warped the public’s under-
standing of a crucial moment.
The journalists spoke on the con-
dition that their names and em-
ployers remain anonymous, fear-
ing professional reprisals. Most of
the officials spoke on the condi-
tion of anonymity to discuss sen-
sitive information.

As the fighting escalated night
after night, few Indian officials
were put forward to explain what
was happening, said Nirupama
Rao, India’s former foreign secre-
tary. The vacuum was filled on
television newscasts by “hyperna-
tionalism” and “abnormal trium-
phalism,” Rao said, creating what
she called a “parallel reality.”

Times Now Navbharat report-
ed that Indian forces had entered
Pakistan; TV9 Bharatvarsh told
viewers that Pakistan’s prime
minister had  surrendered;
Bharat Samachar said he was hid-
ing in a bunker. All of them, along
with some of the country’s largest
channels — including Zee News,
ABP News and NDTV — repeated-
ly proclaimed that major Paki-
stani cities had been destroyed.

To support the false claims,
networks aired unrelated visuals
from conflicts in Gaza and Sudan,
from a plane crash in Philadel-
phia — and even scenes from
video games.

Zee News, NDTV, ABP News,
Bharat Samachar, TV9 Bharat-
varsh, Times Now and Prasar
Bharati did not respond to re-
quests for comment.

“It’s the most dangerous ver-
sion of what a section of TV news
channels have been doing for a
decade, completely unchecked,”
said Manisha Pande, media critic
and managing editor of News-
laundry, an independent news
outlet. “At this point, they’re like
Frankenstein’s monsters — com-
pletely out of control.”

‘Bad fiction writers’

India has one of the most ex-
pansive and linguistically diverse
media landscapes in the world.
Nine hundred television channels
attract millions of viewers each
evening across Indian towns and
cities; newspapers still have a
wide reach in rural areas.

Over many decades, the coun-
try’s independent press has
played a critical role in exposing
government corruption and hold-
ing power to account. In the past
decade, however, particularly in
television news, that indepen-
dence has been eroded.

Some of India’s largest chan-
nels now routinely echo govern-
ment talking points, analysts say
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Commuters ride past a billboard with portraits of Pakistani Prime Minister Shehbaz Sharif, second from left, and other military and political officials on a street in Lahore on
May 24. Tensions between Pakistan and India boiled over last month after gunmen attacked tourists visiting a popular meadow in Indian-administered Kashmir.

— out of ideological alignment
with the ruling Bharatiya Janata
Party or as a result of pressure
from the state, which has prose-
cuted journalists under terror-
ism, sedition and defamation
laws, and has used regulatory
threats and tax probes to silence
critical voices.

Pande also attributes the shift
to opportunism. “For most of
these anchors, aligning with pow-
er is a calculated career move,”
she said.

Journalists in these news-
rooms were dismayed by the lack
of fact-checking during the con-
flict. “Journalism has just become
anything that lands on your
WhatsApp from whoever,” said
one journalist with aleading Eng-
lish-language news channel. “You
realize the cost of that at times
like this.”

Just before midnight on May 8,
in a WhatsApp message exchange
seen by The Post, ajournalist with
a major Hindi-language network
messaged colleagues: “Indian
navy can carry out an attack im-
minently,” citing unnamed sourc-
es. Another staffer responded
simply, “Karachi,” but gave no
details on sourcing. Within min-
utes, the channel was falsely re-
porting that the Indian navy had
struck the port in Karachi, Paki-
stan’s largest city.

“The channels were taken over
by bad fiction writers,” a network
employee said.

A journalist in a different
newsroom said their channel ran
the story after confirmation from
the Indian navy and air force.
India’s military did not respond
to a request for comment.

Others admitted to airing the
story based on claims from social
media influencers closely aligned
with the ruling party, or posts
from open-source intelligence
accounts.

Sweta Singh, a popular anchor
on India Today, declared on air
that “Karachi is seeing its worst
nightmare after 1971,” referring to
the most devastating war be-
tween the two countries. “It com-

pletely finishes Pakistan,” she
added. Singh did not respond to
requests for comment.

Around 8 a.m. on May 9, the
Karachi Port Trust posted on X
that no attack had occurred. But
some Hindi newspapers had al-
ready published the news on their
front pages.

As erroneous reports rico-
cheted across Indian channels,
retired military officials gave
them credence in freewheeling
panel discussions. Breaking-
news banners were accompanied
by the swoosh of illustrated fight-
er jets. At one point, the govern-
ment issued a public advisory
urging broadcasters to refrain
from using air raid sirens in their
graphics, warning it could desen-
sitize the public to real emergen-
cies.

Across the border, Pakistani
media outlets pushed their own
falsehoods — that India had
bombed Afghanistan and that
Pakistan had destroyed India’s

army brigade headquarters.
Some of the false claims came
directly from Pakistani military
spokesperson Lt. Gen. Ahmed
Sharif Chaudhry during live news
conferences; in one, Chaudhry
showed a clip from an Indian
news conference that had been
misleadingly edited to remove a
phrase, giving the false impres-
sion that India hadn’t accused
Pakistan of hitting civilian infra-
structure.

“We stand by the information
shared and press releases issued
based on verified intelligence and
digital evidence available to us,”
the media wing of the Pakistani
army said in a statement to The
Post.

Competition drove much of the
chaos in India. On NDTV, the
country’s most-watched news
channel according to the Reuters
Institute at Oxford University, a
hot mic caught a reporter in the
field venting his frustration to the
control room: “First you Kkeep

saying, ‘Give an update, give an
update, and then later you say,
‘Why did you give something
fake?’”

During a talk show on the
Hindi news channel Aaj Tak, a
young man in the audience asked
about “the embarrassment we
have faced from the international
community when our news chan-
nels were spreading unverified
information.” The reporter swung
the microphone away before he
could finish the question.

A head of public relations for
TV Today, which runs Aaj Tak and
India Today, did not respond to
requests for comment.

“I felt depressed at the state of
affairs,” an anchor at a leading
English-language news channel
told The Post. “It’s time to intro-
spect.”

Information war

As strikes between the coun-
tries intensified each night, Indi-
an officials, led by Foreign Secre-
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TV screens at an electronics store in Kolkata on May 12 show Indian Prime Minister Narendra Modi
addressing the nation for the first time since the most recent escalations in the India-Pakistan conflict.

tary Vikram Misri, would general-
ly wait until morning to brief the
press.

Indian Prime Minister Naren-
dra Modi’s first public remarks on
the conflict came two days after
the May 10 ceasefire; Indian For-
eign Minister S. Jaishankar
shared only a one-line post on X
during the clashes.

The vacuum was filled by tele-
vision anchors. “We’ve lost the
information war to these charac-
ters,” said a former Indian navy
admiral.

But one senior Indian national
security official said the misinfor-
mation played to India’s advan-
tage. If lower-level government
sources deliberately spread false
claims, it was to “take advantage
of the information space” and
create “as much confusion as pos-
sible because they know the ene-
my is watching,” the official said.

“Sometimes the collateral is
your own audience, but that is
how itis,”the official added. “That
is how war has evolved.”

The problem, said Rao, the for-
mer foreign secretary, is that
“television channels were using a
megaphone. We need to use a
microphone with a voice that is
obviously viewed as credible.”

The frenzy of falsehoods has
led to private soul-searching in
many newsrooms, journalists
said, but few public apologies. In
a rare admission on Aaj Tak, an
anchor said in Hindi that “despite
our vigilance,” there had been
“incomplete” reporting. “For this,
we seek your forgiveness,” she
said.

Other journalists have doubled
down. Sushant Sinha, an anchor
for Times Now Navbharat who
declared on air that Indian tanks
had entered Pakistan, posted an
eight-minute monologue defend-
ing his coverage. “Every channel
did make at least one mistake, but
not one of our mistakes was
against this country,” he said.

Niha Masih in New Delhi and Rick
Noak in Bangkok contributed to this
report.



