RECLAIMING THE NARRATIVE: WHAT
FARMER PROTESTS AND TROLLEY
TIMES TELL US ABOUT THE MEDIA’S
SYSTEMIC FAILURE
DEF COVID-19 Ground Report Series

Asheef Iqubbal

RECLAIMING THE NARRATIVE: WHAT FARMER PROTESTS AND TROLLEY TIMES TELL US ABOUT THE MEDIA’S SYSTEMIC FAILURE

1

DEF
DEFCOVID-19
COVID-19Ground
GroundReport
ReportSeries
Series

RECLAIMING THE NARRATIVE: WHAT FARMER PROTESTS AND TROLLEY TIMES TELL US ABOUT THE MEDIA’S SYSTEMIC FAILURE

2

DEF COVID-19 Ground Report Series

DEF COVID-19 GROUND REPORT SERIES:

Introduction

DEF COVID-19 GROUND REPORT SERIES is a collection of in
depth ground reports by the research team of Digital Empowerment
Foundation. They have been collecting localised information about the
masses and how they are impacted through various situations emerging
because of the pandemic.
Digital Empowerment Foundation has been intensely working
across India with a digital infrastructure across 100 locations.
During Covid-19, DEF has a privileged position to be present
diversely which helped in bringing a series of ground reports.
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RECLAIMING THE
NARRATIVE: WHAT
FARMER PROTESTS
AND TROLLEY TIMES
TELL US ABOUT THE
MEDIA’S SYSTEMIC
FAILURE
The Farmers’ Fight is Two
Fold, Against the New Laws
and Against the Media’s
Misrepresentation.

“Indian national media on sale” reads a banner at the Singhu protest
site on the Delhi-Haryana border. Carrying logos of mainstream
channels like Republic TV, Zee News, Aaj Tak and ABP News, it
sums up the frustration at the ongoing farmer protests against the
national media.
On National Highway 1, Singhu is the last village in Delhi before
entering Haryana. A quiet village that’s home to nearly 250 families,
Singhu has now become the epicentre of the farmer protests.
Since November, thousands of farmers have occupied several
miles of the highway, protesting against the Narendra Modi
government’s new farm laws. While the government is pushing
the laws as “historic reforms”, the farmers have no trust in the
government and have been demanding that the laws be repealed1.
Over a month later, the ninth round of talks between the farmers and
the government took place today and ended in deadlock, yet again.
Earlier this week, the Supreme Court stayed the implementation
of the laws and appointed a committee to resolve the ongoing
standoff2. Farmers are sceptical, considering all four members of
the panel are on record supporting the Modi government’s position
on the laws3.
And the anger against the media is palpable. From Zee News
proposing a “Khalistani angle” to the protests to sections of the
media suggesting the farmers were being “misled”, farmers have
been vocal about their anger towards “Godi media”.
“We are not saying everyone in the media is bad,” said Suwinder
Bajwa, 45, a farmer from Jalandhar who is part of the Singhu
protest. “But most of them are not showing the true picture of the
protest. You are here; can you see any anti-social elements at the
protest?”
So, their fight is seemingly two-fold: against the laws, and against
the media’s misrepresentation.

NL Team. (14 December 2020). Explained: Why farmers don’t trust Modi
government’s word on farm laws. Newslaundry. Retrieved from https://www.
newslaundry.com/2020/12/14/explained-why-farmers-dont-trust-modi-governments-word-on-farm-laws [25 February 2021].
2
The Wire Staff. (15 January 2021). Ninth Round of Centre-Farmer Talks Ends
in Deadlock Again. The Wire. Retrieved from https://thewire.in/agriculture/
ninth-round-of-centre-farmer-talks-ends-in-deadlock-again [25 February
2021].
3
Tiwari, A. & Kumar, B. (12 January 2021). Farmer protests: All four members of SC panel back new farm laws. Newslaundry. Retrieved from https://
www.newslaundry.com/2021/01/12/farmer-protests-all-four-members-of-scpanel-back-new-farm-laws [25 February 2021].
1

‘Indian National Media at Sale’
fluttering at Singhu Border.

RECLAIMING THE NARRATIVE: WHAT FARMER PROTESTS AND TROLLEY TIMES TELL US ABOUT THE MEDIA’S SYSTEMIC FAILURE

5

DEF COVID-19 Ground Report Series

The Birth of Trolley Times
The anger led the farmers to start their own biweekly, communityrun newspaper – the Trolley Times – in order to reclaim their
discourse.
“Initially, our aim was to share information and updates with
the community of protesters and to reach a larger audience with
concerns and agony of the farmers,” said Navkiran Natt, one of
the paper’s founders. “We are trying to bring out real stories of the
agitation.”
Navkiran, a dentist who later got her masters in film studies
from Delhi’s Ambedkar University, added: “Unfortunately, our
mainstream media channels are constantly engaging in hatemongering and propaganda. So, we have to take our initiatives to
counter such narratives.”
The first edition of Trolley Times was published on December 18
and had a print run of 2,000 copies. The second edition had a run
of 5,000 copies, and the third 7,000, at the time of writing this
report. The paper is printed in Hindi and Gurumukhi, Navkiran
said. “Since the paper is being discussed and is in demand outside
India too now, we are trying to provide a pdf version of the English
version,” she said. “We are trying to keep the language as simple
as it can be.”
Trolley Times documents the protests and farmers’ concerns along
with literature, poetry and art. Its slogan is a quote from Bhagat
Singh: “The sword of revolution is sharpened on the whetting
stone of ideas.”
“We collect stories voluntarily, as we are working with very
limited resources,” Navkiran said. “We will soon have a website
for Trolley Times, we are working on that.”
Navkiran pointed out that this isn’t the first time the media has
“tried to peddle false narratives”.
“When students were protesting in universities, they were called
‘anti-national’,” she said. “During the citizenship law protests, the
media called the protesters ‘terrorists’. When the media portrayed
these farmers as ‘Khalistani’, we were not surprised. But what’s
important is to debunk those narratives.”
Farmers have also used social media platforms in this endeavour,
under the name Kisan Ekta Morcha, or the Farmers’ Unity Front.
The group has lakhs of subscribers on YouTube, over three lakh
followers on Facebook, and nearly two lakh followers on Instagram.

Poster defying the popular
narrative at Singhu Border.

“During the initial period, union leaders were a little hesitant to
start such platforms. But we said we cannot leave the virtual spaces
as it has a deep impact,” said Ajay Pal Natt, a founding member
of Trolley Times who is actively involved with the Kisan Ekta
Morcha.
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“Now, they have started to understand that a movement must be
fought on every front, including the ecosystem of information.”
Ajay, who is also a physiotherapist pursuing his PhD, added: “This
is the very first time that the IT cell of the ruling establishment
has been on the back foot. We are trying to debunk every false
narrative of theirs. We must use our education to help the farmers.
They are our parents.”
These sentiments are echoed by Sukhwinder Singh Dhakla, the
joint secretary of the Kisan Mazdoor Sangharsh Committee. He
said: “We are not against any reporters. They are our sons, they
are our daughters. They will speak up, sooner or later, for us when
they understand what we are fighting for. We are sleeping in the
bitter cold to secure their futures.”
He added: “We are against the corporate houses that control the
media. We would not have been able to reach the rest of the country
if the social media channels had not been instrumentalised. They
provided us with a much-needed voice.”

Symptoms of a Wider Systemic Failure
That the farmers launched Trolley Times and social media accounts
is symptomatic of a larger issue: the mainstream media’s active
political parallelism.
In 2019, Peeing Human’s Ramit Varma analysed 202 primetime
debates on news channels like Aaj Tak, News18, Zee News
and India TV. His findings were telling: there was not a single
discussion on issues such as farmer distress and unemployment4.
Instead of covering these persistent and endemic issues, the media
has increasingly taken on the role of pushing hate5, propaganda
and misinformation that6 toes the populist line, as was evident
during the recent protests against the Citizenship Amendment Act,
when channels portrayed the peaceful protesters as anti-national
mobs – a narrative7 that likely contributed to the communal riots
that killed 53 people in Northeast Delhi8.
Verma, R. (29 October 2019). Peeing Human is waging a war on ‘Modia’.
Here’s how, and why. Newslaundry. Retrieved from https://www.newslaundry.
com/2019/10/29/peeing-human-is-waging-a-war-on-modia-heres-how-andwhy [25 February 2021].
5
Sabrangindia. (24 September 2020). Media coverage on Covid-19, anti-CAA
protests, prejudiced: Report. Sabrangindia. Retrieved from https://sabrangindia.in/article/media-coverage-covid-19-anti-caa-protests-prejudiced-report [25
February 2021].
6
Vaishnav, D. (08 October 2020). ‘This isn’t a case of rape’: Arnab Goswami
rubbishes Hathras Horror as a ‘manohar kahani’. Newslaundry. Retrieved
from https://www.newslaundry.com/2020/10/08/this-is-not-a-case-of-rapearnab-goswami-rubbishes-hathras-horror-as-a-manohar-kahani [25 February
2021].
7
Vijayan, S. (n.d). Journalism as Genocide. The Polis Project. Retrieved from
https://www.thepolisproject.com/journalism-as-genocide/#.YDc9Ui2B2CR
[25 February 2021].
8
Rajalakshmi, T. K. (27 March 2020). The Media Circus. Frontline. Retrieved
from https://frontline.thehindu.com/cover-story/article31030738.ece
[25 February 2021].
4

One of the editions of the Trolley
Times at Tikri Border.
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It was also evident during the Covid pandemic and subsequent
humanitarian crisis, when the media scapegoated the Tablighi
Jamaat as being “super-spreaders”, using a combination of
communal hatred, conspiracy theories and misinformation9. It was
even more blatant when some primetime anchors tried to twist
narratives around the Hathras gangrape, even referring to it as a
“manohar kahani”10.
“The mainstream media has been deliberately ignoring issues such
unemployment and agrarian distress,” said Trolley Times’ Ajay Pal
Natt. “Social media used to be free but certainly now it is not. Even
the Kisan Ekta Morcha’s page was taken down by Facebook. There
are conscious efforts to curb the voices on social media.”
Facebook had suspended the Kisan Ekta Morcha’s page on
December 21, stating that it went “against community standards
on spam”11. It was restored soon after. “This is what they can do
when people raise their voices,” the Morcha had posted on Twitter.
“When they can’t beat us ideologically”12.
Facebook recently invested $5.7 billion in the Reliance Group and
has been accused of being biased towards the government13. On
August 14 last year, the Wall Street Journal reported that Facebook
India did not take down instances of hate speech posted by a
Bharatiya Janata Party leader and three other “Hindu nationalist
individuals and groups” in order to avoid colliding with the
governing party14.

Sharma, A. & Gupta, C. (27 April 2020). Audit of bigotry: How Indian media
vilified Tablighi Jamaat over coronavirus outbreak. Newslaundry. Retrieved
from https://www.newslaundry.com/2020/04/27/audit-of-bigotry-how-indian-media-vilified-tablighi-jamaat-over-coronavirus-outbreak.
[25 February 2021].
10
Vaishnav, D. (08 October 2020). ‘This isn’t a case of rape’: Arnab Goswami
rubbishes Hathras Horror as a ‘manohar kahani’. Newslaundry. Retrieved from
https://www.newslaundry.com/2020/10/08/this-is-not-a-case-of-rape-arnabgoswami-rubbishes-hathras-horror-as-a-manohar-kahani [25 February 2021].
11
India Today Web Desk. (20 December 2020). Facebook removes official page of Kisan Ekta Morcha, restores it after outrage. India
Today. Retrieved from https://www.indiatoday.in/india/story/facebook-removes-official-page-of-kisan-ekta-morcha-used-for-documenting-farmers-agitation-1751437-2020-12-20 [25 February 2021].
12
Ibid
13
BusinessTody.in. (11 July 2020). Jio receives Rs 43,574 crore from Facebook
for 9.99% stake. Business Today. Retrieved from https://www.businesstoday.
in/current/corporate/jio-receives-rs-43574-crore-from-facebook-for-9-99-percent-stake/story/409210.html [25 February 2021].
14
Purnell, N. & Horwitz J. (14 August 2020). Facebook’s Hate-Speech Rules
Collide With Indian Politics. The Wall Street Journal. Retrieved from https://
www.wsj.com/articles/facebook-hate-speech-india-politics-muslim-hindu-modi-zuckerberg-11597423346 [25 February 2021].
9

Navkiran Natt, co-founder of the
Trolley Times at Singhu Border.
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The Ambani-owned Reliance Group holds the ownership of the
Network18 Group which in turns controls several news channels
in India. On December 21, News18 claimed to conduct a survey
which showed that 53.6 percent of people stand with the new farm
laws, and that 56.59 percent believe the protests should be called
off15.
Similarly, Gautam Chikermane, vice-president of the Observer
Research Foundation, an organisation funded by Reliance, wrote
an “intellectual biography of India’s new farm laws”. He wrote:
“The three laws that have been enacted by Parliament attempt to
take farmers towards harvesting economic gains; they have thus
far been held back by outdated laws, manipulated markets and
vested interests-driven corruption” – implying farmers are being
misled and false narratives have been peddled against a progressive
reform.
Chikermane’s story was run by another Reliance-funded news
organisation, Firstpost.
The propagation of such narratives and portraying farmers as illinformed shows a recurring theme of corporate-owned platforms16.
The majority of news organisations in the country is owned either
by political parties/leaders or corporate houses. Zee News, for
example, is run by Subhash Chandra, a Member of Parliament of
the upper house. Bennett Coleman, the group that runs the Times
of India, runs a massive network, exercising a virtual monopoly
across media17.
It is noteworthy that even Prime Minister Narendra Modi was seen
in a full-page advertisement for Reliance Jio in September 2016.
Unsurprisingly, the media, corporate houses, and political leaders
all share close ties with each other.
As rural affairs expert and founding editor of People’s Archive
of Rural India, P Sainath, said in a podcast of Indian Journalism
Review last June: “When we started out in journalism, there were
still newspapers that were the only business the owner had.

News18. (21 December 2020). News18 Farm Reform Laws Survey: 56%
Say Farmers Should End Protest. News18. Retrieved from https://www.
news18.com/photogallery/india/news18-farm-reform-laws-survey-56-sayfarmers-should-end-protest-3197972.html [25 February 2021].
16
Chikermane, G. (13 December 2020). Farmers’ protests: An intellectual
biography of India’s new agri laws. Firstpost. Retrieved from https://www.
firstpost.com/india/farmers-protests-an-intellectual-biography-of-indias-new-agri-laws-9106441.html [25 February 2021].
17
Nisha. (09 October 2020). What Is Cross Media Ownership And How Is
It Responsible For Corruption In Indian Media?. Youth Ki Awaz. Retrieved
from https://www.youthkiawaaz.com/2020/10/the-indian-media-industry/ [25
February 2021].
15

Ajay Pal Natt, co-founder of the
Trolley Times and an active member with
Kisaan Ekta Morcha at Tikri Border.
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They were dedicated to the journalism business and what they
earned they poured back into journalism. Now one major newspaper
owner has 200 other interests”18.
With the media being increasingly corporatised, it has buried the
story of rural distress, that has been deepening in the recent past.
An average of 28 farmers die by suicide every day in India.
“Three years ago, we earned the average national daily dedicates
0.67 percent of its front page to news of rural origin where 69
percent of the population lives,” Sainath had said in the podcast.
“That 0.67 percent figure is a huge exaggeration. It is a five-year
average with an election year in between. If you take out the
election year, coverage is between 0.18 and 0.24 percent.”
He added: “For today’s media, 75 percent [of the] population of
the country do not make any news. When I joined journalism in
1980, every single newspaper had a labour correspondent, an
agricultural correspondent, actually covered farming. Today, the
primary function of the agriculture correspondent is to cover the
agriculture ministry.”
Starting their own newspaper and social media platforms is the
protesting farmers’ statement that they are not ill-informed or
naïve, and that they have the courage to face mainstream media
channels head-on, as Ajay Pal Natt said. “If we cannot defeat them,
we should at least fight to reclaim the narrative.”

Between Romanticism and Reality
“We are here to protect our land. They call us Khalistani and
everything, let them say,” said Balweer Kaur, who came to Singhu
all the way from Amritsar. “They do not know anything about
Punjab. One of my sons is in the army, another in government
service. We will not be deterred by these propagandas. We will not
go back until these black laws are repealed.”
She continued: “We have been sleeping in tents, arranging
everything we can to survive the cold. It is difficult but we will
fight.”
The farmers aren’t contending only with outright misrepresentation.
In an attempt to highlight the farmers’ woes, well-meaning
accounts on social media19 and news platforms have romanticised

Indian Journalism Review. (08 June 2020). J-POD || Podcast || “COVID has
given us a brain scan of media thinking. National newspapers devote 0.67%
of front page to 69% of India. Corporate media is the bed on which religious
and market fundamentalists cohabit” || P. Sainath. Indian Journalism Review.
Retrieved from https://indianjournalismreview.com/2020/06/08/j-pod-podcastcovid-has-given-us-a-brain-scan-of-media-thinking-national-newspapers-devote-0-67-of-front-page-to-69-of-india-corporate-media-is-the-bed-on-whichreligious-and-market-fundamen/ [25 February 2021].
19
Naqvi, S. (11 December 2020). Retrieved from https://twitter.com/_sabanaqvi/status/1337459372499238912 [25 February 2021].
18

Sukhwinder Dhakla (on the left), Joint
Secretary of Kisan Mazdoor Sangharsh
Committee, Punjab at Singhu Border.
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the struggles20, with eloquent accounts21 of their hospitality22,
hookah, foot massages23, and courage. If one were to step back
from romanticism, they would sense the protesters’ anxiety, fear
and lack of trust in their own government, and their struggle for
survival and their livelihoods.
The protesting farmers are struggling for clean drinking water
and proper sanitation. Sleeping in the biting cold, away from the
comfort of their homes, poses serious health issues, especially
for the elderly. The raging Covid pandemic is far from over. The
situation only worsened after heavy rainfall: tents and blankets
were soaked, roads were muddied, and the farmers tried to clear
waterlogging at Singhu border.
In cruel contrast was images of the union home minister eating
meals in West Bengal24, where elections are due, spotlighting
the inattention to protests just a few kilometres from Delhi’s
ministerial bungalows. The prime minister addressed farmers
in different states, but not those protesting in and around Delhi.
Channel tickers, such as “Atmanirbhar Push” and “Mega Vikas
Push”, whenever the prime minister has a live telecast show how
the fourth pillar of democracy functions25.

One For All and All For One
“Corporates will not do any good to the farmers. Their whole
purpose would be to make money out of everything,” said Jaspal
Singh, who came to Singhu from Ludhiana for the protests. “It
is the responsibility of the state to protect us. The government is
selling everything to these corporations, including the railways.
How can I trust such a government?”
“The protest has certainly been evolving,” said Trolley Times’
Navkiran Natt. “Now, it’s not only about Punjab and Haryana.
Every section of the country is now participating and supporting
this movement.”
Kumar, R. (24 December 2020). Resilience of Farmers Protesting on Delhi’s
Borders Instils Hope in India’s Future. The Wire. Retrieved from https://
thewire.in/rights/protesting-farmers-delhi-ghazipur-singhu-borders-instil-hope-india-future [25 February 2021].
21
Anand, J. (23 December 2020). Community kitchen to toilets, hues of
hospitality seen on NH 9. The Hindu. Retrieved from https://www.thehindu.
com/news/cities/Delhi/community-kitchen-to-toilets-hues-of-hospitality-seen-on-nh-9/article33397558.ece [25 February 2021].
22
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5JqKLwRVnXo
23
Mathew, A. (11 December 2020). Ground report: It’s a city of caravans at the
Singhu border. National Herald. Retrieved from https://www.nationalheraldindia.com/india/ground-report-its-a-city-of-caravans-at-the-singhu-border [25
February 2021].
24
PTI. 19 (December 2020). Amit Shah Eats Lunch At Farmer’s House In
Bengal. NDTV. Retrieved from https://www.ndtv.com/india-news/west-bengal-amit-shah-eats-lunch-at-farmers-house-in-paschim-medinipur-2340960
[25 February 2021].
25
TimesofIndia.com. (18 December 2020). PM Modi addresses farmers in
Madhya Pradesh: Key points. Times of India. Retrieved from https://timesofindia.indiatimes.com/india/pm-modi-addresses-farmers-in-madhya-pradeshkey-points/articleshow/79794515.cms [25 February 2021].
20

Suwinder Singh Bajwa (on the right)
at Singhu Border.

RECLAIMING THE NARRATIVE: WHAT FARMER PROTESTS AND TROLLEY TIMES TELL US ABOUT THE MEDIA’S SYSTEMIC FAILURE

11

DEF COVID-19 Ground Report Series

The protests seem to be challenging the dominant economic
structure of the country that has formalised inequality in society.
“The protest is against the capitalist model of the country that has
shaped policies for the last 30 years,” Navkiran said. “The anger
is a culmination of those policies that are being made to benefit a
few houses.”
Farmers are not only speaking for themselves but also raising their
voices against the subversion of democratic institutions under the
current regime, speaking to the manner in which an institution
such as Parliament is being turned into a signboard, where only
executive decisions are being announced and written.
As Bajwa pointed out, “If the corporates control the supply chain
of foodgrains, it will affect every citizen of the country. They will
have to speak up then, but it will be too late.”
He said: “Agriculture is not the Centre’s subject (under the
constitution) to deal with but they bypassed it by bringing it as a
trade bill. They did not allow any discussion when the bills were
tabled in the Parliament. They did not even bother to consult
farmer leaders. How can we trust such a government on what they
are assuring?”
As P Sainath argued in PARI: “These are surely among the most
sweeping exclusions of a citizen’s right to legal recourse in any law
outside of the Emergency of 1975-77...Surely the ‘mainstream’
media (a strange term for platforms whose content excludes
over 70 per cent of the population) cannot be unaware of these
implications of the new farm laws for Indian democracy.When I
was leaving Singhu border, a policeman at the barricade suggested,
as paternalistically as Indian men can be, “Babby, college jaayo
karo.” Dear, go to college. To which my female friend responded,
“I have been to college. Precisely why I am here to support my
fellow-citizens.”
In the recent past, the media has demonised every protesting citizen
who speaks up against the government’s decisions. With the future
of Indian democracy at a critical junction, my friend’s response,
the protesting farmers, and Trolley Times sparks some hope.

Protestors resting in the makeshift
tent with Bhagat Singh’s poster at
Singhu Border.
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