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Abstract

Digital populism has become a revolutionizing phenomenon in politics in
Pakistan, which has altered mobilization practices in social media, such as
Facebook, Twitter, and TikTok. This paper will review the role of digital
populism and how it allows direct contact between leaders and their citizens
without using the traditional media to look at the effects of the same on the
grassroots mobilization, disinformation, and participation by the youth. The
paper will concentrate on case studies like the PTI of Imran Khan and other
opposition parties like PML-N and PPP and explain how influencers, bots,
and echo chambers can be used to spread polarizing stories. Other issues
facing the country and discussed in the article are government censorship,
the urban-rural digital divide, and the subversion of democratic discourse by
hyper-partisanship. In the future, it evaluates the future consequences of the
Al, deepfakes, and emerging platforms towards the political stability of
Pakistan. Although digital populism can be used to include people in their
participation, its abuse can contribute to further polarization and the
institutional mistrust. The study ends by providing policy outputs to strike a
balance between the freedoms of the digital world and accountability and
recommends the creation of regulatory frameworks, digital literacy, and
ethical campaigning to protect the democratic future of Pakistan.

Keywords: Digital Populism, Pakistan, Social Media, Political Mobilization,
Disinformation, Imran Khan, PTI, Censorship, Al, Deep-fakes, Democratic
Stability.

Introduction

The populism, which is basically considered as a political strategy aimed at the
representation of common people against the elite institutions, has realized a massive
change in the digital era (Mudde, 2004). The emergence of the social media has
enabled populist leaders to talk to the masses without using the mainstream media
and the political institutions as gatekeepers (Gerbaudo, 2018). Such transition has
made politics more democratic in a sense, but on the other hand, it has increased

polarization, misinformation, and hyper-partisan rhetoric (Tucker et al., 2018). In
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Pakistan where political mobilization has been based on mass rallies, party structure,
and traditional media, the emergence of digital populism has transformed the way
leaders can reach out to the people, especially the young generation (Yusuf, 2021).
Dynastic politics, military power, and the problem of democratic consolidation have
been the features of the Pakistani political environment (Jaffrelot, 2015).
Nevertheless, the meteoric growth of the internet, where there are more than 87
million social media users in 2024 (PTA, 2024), has brought in a new twist within
campaigning activities in politics. Social media sites, including Twitter (now X),
Facebook, YouTube, and TikTok, have become a war zone of political discourse where
populist politicians like Imran Khan have applied digital technologies to organize their
activists, fighting back on anti-populist messages, and even attacking state machinery
(Suleri, 2023). In contrast to traditional media, which is usually held back by
censorship or the domination of elites, social media allows the free and real-time
exchange of information, which makes it a powerful tool of populist rhetoric
(Waseem, 2022).

The focal point of this paper is that social media has helped in the aspect of political
mobilization in Pakistan as populist leaders can now avoid conventional media and
directly reach the people. The given phenomenon has great consequences to
democracy since it not only gives power to grassroots movements but also promotes
misinformation and political instabilities (Shahbaz, 2020). This article discusses the
way digital populism is transforming the politics in Pakistan by analyzing the case
studies of Imran Khan Pakistan Tehreek-e-Insaf (PTI) and its digital politics strategies.
The discussion also addresses the issues of this trend such as the disinformation
spread, the loss of institutional trust, and the possibility of the polarization growth
(Ahmad, 2023).

The Rise of Digital Populism in Pakistan

Digital populism is the phenomenon when political leaders utilize social media and
other digital means of communication to establish direct links and contact with the
population, frequently avoiding the traditional media and interface of institutions
(Engesser et al., 2017). Digital populism, in contrast to the traditional populism based
on the populist mass meetings and party apparatus, is an attempt to use algorithms,
viral content, and affect to magnify anti-establishment rhetoric (Gerbaudo, 2019). The
trend has been picking up in Pakistan because of increasing internet penetration rate
which now reaches 45 percent of the population (PTA, 2023) and the spread of
smartphones. The main features of the digital populism are personalized messaging,
real-time interaction, and the weaponization of disinformation that have transformed
the process of political mobilization (Waisbord, 2018). The fact that social media is
not centralized means that populist leaders can present themselves as the only voice
of the true people and demonize their rivals as elite-corrupt (Moffitt, 2016). This has
been the case especially in Pakistan, where the digital space has emerged as the

battlegrounds of political narratives.
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In the past, Pakistani populism has been influenced by the figure of charismatic
leaders who presented themselves as the saviors of the disadvantaged against the
interests of the established elites. This was first successful in the 1970s when Zulfikar
Ali Bhutto, the founder of the Pakistan People Party (PPP) appealed to the rural and
working-class voters with incendiary speeches and socialist rhetoric (Jalal, 2014). This
strategy was later used by his daughter, Benazir Bhutto, who combined the populist
approach to politics and a modernized political campaign (Zaidi, 2020). But the most
spectacular change was that of Imran Khan and his Pakistan Tehreek-e-Insaf (PTI)
which went through the transformation of a marginal political party to a major
political actor, in part because of digital mobilization (Yusuf & Schuler, 2021). Whereas
the populism of the Bhutto era was based on newspapers, radio, and mass meetings,
Khan managed to use social media to bypass the traditional gatekeepers of media,
which were commonly perceived as biased or in the hands of the opposing parties
(Afzal, 2022). Such change highlights the democratic aspect of the use of digital tools
to communicate politically, as well as the ability to propagate new propaganda and
polarization.

Political discourse in Pakistan has been transformed in a radical way by the emergence
of the social media, such as Facebook, Twitter (X), YouTube and TikTok. Facebook is
the one with more than 40 million active users, and it is one of the most important
places where political parties can share manifestos, live-stream rallies, and organize
grassroot campaigns (Khan & Gopal, 2023). Twitter, with a less widespread and more
urban elite, is a place of conflict in the popularity of hashtags and spread of news
quickly that is the root cause of political confrontations (Qureshi, 2023). YouTube has
proved to be an important platform to deliver long-form media, including speeches,
documentaries, and investigative reports, which allows bypassing the TV censorship,
like in the case of PTI, as well (Ali, 2023). In the meantime, the short-video format has
been particularly efficient in finding an audience among younger and less politically
active groups, as viral memes and slogans are used to dumb down political messages
(Malik, 2023). All these platforms allow populist heads to create emotionally
appealing stories that appeal to the concerns of the people, including corruption,
economic disparity, and foreign influence (Mueller, 2021). Nevertheless, this digital
ecosystem does much more harm, deepfakes, manipulated videos, and bot networks
spread misinformation and manipulate the opinion of the people (Bradshaw &
Howard, 2019).

There are far-reaching consequences of digital populism in Pakistan that transform
not only the electoral politics but the entire democratic process. On the one hand,
social media has democratized politics and empowered the previously marginalized
groups, as well as allowing movements such as the one that the PTI has now called
the "Digital Jalsa" to mobilize their supporters without need of physical gatherings
(Hussain, 2023). Conversely, the absence of controls and fact-checking has created

the epidemic of fake news, which widens the existing divisions in society (Mirza et al.,
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2022). As an example, in the 2023 elections, accusations of voter manipulation and
external interference were the most popular topics for several weeks and shook the
established order in democratic institutions (Rehman, 2023). Moreover, such
occasional bans of social media such as X and YouTube by the state demonstrate an
inability to manage digital dissent, which prompts an issue of digital authoritarianism
(Shah, 2023). The bi-polar face of digital populism its empowering and manipulative
capability will continue to be an identity mark of the Pakistan political environment as
it further heads into its next cycle of elections.

Key Players and Strategies

The topographical structure of digital populism in Pakistan has been radically
transformed by the influential political actors who have optimally used the social
media platforms as a tool of transforming political mobilization. The best example of
such a case study is that of Imran Khan and his Pakistan Tehreek-e-Insaf (PTI) party
that transformed the political communication in Pakistan with the use of advanced
digital mechanisms. The social media stardom of PTI became a new dynamic in
Pakistani politics, especially in 2018 general elections when the party used social
media, including Facebook, Twitter, and YouTube to bypass the traditional media
(Yousaf & Schuler, 2023). They extensively used the live broadcasts of rallies and
speeches, which allowed them to communicate with their followers in real-time
(millions of people), and well-planned hashtag campaigns (VoteKolzzatDo,
TabdeeliAaGayi) were trending weeks in a row, which helped to give people the
impression that political change is inevitable (Rizvi, 2023). The digital team of the
party has learned how to create viral material, creating memes, small video clips, and
emotionally-charged images that especially appeal to the young demographic of
Pakistan, approximately 64 percent of the population is under 30 (Pakistan Bureau of
Statistics, 2023). The digital-first strategy enabled PTI to present Khan as an anti-
establishment outsider who is struggling to overcome the political dynasties even
though he is an elite himself (Hussain, 2023).

Although PTI led the digital mobilization in Pakistan, the traditional political parties
such as the Pakistan Muslim LeagueNawaz (PML-N) and Pakistan Peoples Party (PPP)
had to change their strategies accordingly. These opposition parties have been slow
in the past to appreciate the potential of social media to transform politics and they
have invested with a lot of success in digital campaigns (Malik & Khan, 2023). The
PML-N has its stronghold in the urban areas of the Punjab and has concentrated on
fighting the PTI discourse by professionalizing its social media efforts and orchestrated
Twitter campaigns that include party leaders such as Maryam Nawaz
(MaryamKaPakistan). Nevertheless, their strategy has been repeatedly denounced as
reactive and not innovative, and they tend to participate in what scholars call negative
digital campaigns where they are more interested in bashing opponents than
advancing their own agenda (Qureshi, 2023). With its typical stronghold in rural Sindh,

the PPP has not been able to transfer its past populist success on to the virtual world,
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although the team of Bilawal Bhutto Zardari has worked hard to enhance their
presence on TikTok and Instagram in order to reach out to youthful voters (Shaikh,
2023). The problem of both parties is how to counter the initial mover advantage of
PTl in digital politics without losing their ground with traditional voters, developing a
hybrid approach to campaigning that involves a combination of old-school
acclamation and digital activism (Afzal, 2023).

The success of the digital populism in Pakistan is impossible to comprehend without
references to the ecosystem of political messengers, bots, and echo chambers that
promote political messages. The political parties of both ends have developed a
system of social media influencers, including celebrity endorsers and religious leaders
to give their stories credibility (Ali & Rizwan, 2023). A study carried out by the Digital
Rights Foundation (2023) found at least 500 influential accounts that follow between
50,000 to 2 million people each, and regularly post partisan political content. Worse
yet, the manipulation of trends and creating the illusion of grassroots support with
the help of bot networks and fake accounts have been documented. According to a
recent report prepared by the Media Matters for Democracy (2023), in times of peak
political activity, as much as 35 percent of political tweets are produced by automated
accounts. Such online plans prosper in the social media echo chambers whereby
algorithm-selected content strengthens the preexisting assumptions and excludes
those that do not align with them (Mueller & Qayyum, 2023). This creates information
bubbles that predispose the voters to populist rhetoric and reduces chances of them
receiving fact-checking and other lines of thought, which then increases the level of
political polarization in the nation.

This interaction of these digital approaches with the political culture of Pakistan has
formed a paradigm shift in the political communication that has far reaching
democratic consequences. On the one hand, social media has democratized political
participation because it allowed the previously marginalized groups to speak up and
offered new opportunities of civic activism (Digital Rights Foundation, 2023). The anti-
government protests in 2022-2023, e.g., were mostly organized and boosted on
TikTok and Twitter, which showed the mobilizing capabilities of these social media
(Yusuf, 2023). Conversely, weaponization of digital tools has led to pressing questions
of the democratic discourse quality. The prevalence of deepfakes and manipulated
video clips and organized disinformation has led to the fact that it is becoming harder
to discern the truth and fiction when being a citizen (Pakistan Institute of Legislative
Development and Transparency, 2023). Moreover, the anonymity of the digital
platforms has allowed harassing the journalists and political opponents and has
created the chilling effect to the free expression (Human Rights Watch, 2023). The
dichotomy between the empowering and corrosive nature of digital populism is
bound to increase as Pakistan draws closer to its next electoral cycle, with political
parties spending even more time and resources on the development of their digital

warfare apparatus and civil society, which is trying to promote media literacy and
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accountability in the online arena (International Republican Institute, 2023).

Impact on Political Mobilization

Digital populism has irreversibly changed the landscape of political mobilization in
Pakistan and the most pronounced change has been the strengthening of grass-root
participation which forms a direct relationship between the leaders and the citizens.
Social media has allowed politicians to skip the historical system of the parties and
address their constituents directly, which has created the feeling of intimacy and
accessibility that was impossible to even imagine in Pakistani politics (Khan &
Mahmood, 2023). A study by Pakistan Institute of Development Economics (2023)
shows that 78 percent of Pakistani users of social media feel closer to the political
leaders who are active in social media. Such a direct communication path has proved
especially useful to populist leaders such as Imran Khan, whose live streams on
YouTube and Twitter Spaces are constantly watched by millions of people,
establishing what scholars call digital darbars - virtual courts where the leader seems
to be approachable to the ordinary citizen (Ahmed & Sheikh, 2023). This seeming ease
of access, however, can conceal a very deliberate image, as groups of digital
strategists create messages that they hope will be the most emotionally engaging, and
the least likely to be followed by a discussion of policy (Digital Rights Monitor, 2023).
This type of engagement has also brought with it the formation of organic supporter
networks not linked to the official party structure, to the embarrassment of the party
officials who have trouble keeping their message discipline (Rizvi & Haq, 2023).

The negative side of this digital mobilization is the proliferation of disinformation and
the following polarization of the Pakistani society. According to a study published in
2023 by Media Matters for Democracy, it has been ascertained that every week, false
or misleading political information is exerted on about 42 percent of social media
users in Pakistan, whereas the engagement rates of inflammatory information are
between 3-5 times higher compared to the engagement rates of factual reporting
(MMIfD, 2023). Political parties have turned this tendency into a weapon, deploying
special teams to spread and develop divisive narratives according to which the
opponents are traitors, blasphemers, or foreign agents (International Crisis Group,
2023). The ensuing polarization is now at an alarming level, and 68 percent of
Pakistani social media users now do not want to view material on the opposite
political side, according to Pew Research Center (2023). Such a phenomenon has been
further compounded by the platform algorithms favoring engagement over
truthfulness that form self-perpetuating loops of outrage and confirmation bias
(Qureshi & Malik, 2023). Of particular concern is the application of religiously-tinged
disinformation, in which political adversaries are often labeled as anti-Islamic - an
approach that does not only contaminate political debate, but also endangers lives
(Human Rights Watch, 2023).

The influence of digital populism on the old media has been similarly revolutionary,

with populist leaders growing in the number of times that they just bypass traditional
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journalism altogether in order to manage their own messaging. Pakistani politicians
who used to count on press conferences and newspaper interviews now choose to
use social media livestreams and tweetstorms that provide them with the possibility
to address their base in an unedited manner (Ali, 2023). This has weakened the
conventional gatekeeping job of journalists as 72 percent of Pakistani journalists
polled by the Freedom Network (2023) reported that they had found it quite
challenging to book a political leader who might now wish to communicate directly
via the digital platform. The financial effects on the old media have been devastating,
as political advertisement revenue dramatically switches to digital media - the amount
of digital political advertisement spending has increased by 300 percent in 2018-2023
(Pakistan Advertisers Society, 2023). The most worrying aspect is the so-called
phenomenon of the presence of two narratives, when politicians still hold radically
different messages in the digital space and the traditional media, so coherent political
discourse is becoming harder and harder (Center for Peace and Development
Initiatives, 2023). This dualistic communication policy enables the leaders to be able
to reach out to extreme groups on the internet without necessarily having to proffer
any plausible deniability in authorized circles.

The effect of digital populism can hardly be stronger than in the unprecedented
mobilization of Pakistani youth, as social media is now the key political engagement
platform among voters aged below 30 years. According to the Pakistan Youth Survey
(2023), 83 percent of young voters receive their political information mostly on social
media, whereas only 12 percent of them get it via classic news sources. Political
parties have been resorting to the inundation of youth-focused content on such
platforms, as Tik Tok and Instagram, where they tend to intertwine the fun and
entertainment with political agendas (Digital Rights Foundation, 2023). An example
here is PTls Kaptaan Youth Wing that creates viral challenges like dance and meme
content that barely advertise the party narratives to the youth (Hussain, 2023).
Although this has definitely raised political consciousness in the youth who have never
been involved, there are questions regarding the quality of such engagement. The
Pakistan Psychological Association (2023) cautions that a never-ending stream of
simplistic, emotionally fueled political messages can be producing a populace of
voters that don not care so much about policy as they are about character and rather
more interested in razzle-dazzle than actual issues. Still, the demographic fact of
Pakistan - 64% of the population is under 30 - guarantees that the digital youth
mobilization is going to remain the core of the political strategy in the nearest future
(Pakistan Bureau of Statistics, 2023).

Challenges and Risks

The proliferation of digital populism has been extremely fast in Pakistan, and with it,
government censorship and control are becoming more common, which has led to
fears of freedom of speech and digital freedoms. Social media has often been banned

by authorities, such as YouTube (2012-2016) and Twitter (X), and TikTok has
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experienced restrictions, on the basis of national security, and the proliferation of so-
called misinformation (Ahmad & Butt, 2023). Nonetheless, critics believe that such
steps are frequently politically driven, as they fail to allow the freedom of speech and
censor digital narratives in times of dissatisfaction (Freedom Network, 2023). Pakistan
Telecommunication Authority (PTA) has been greatly increasing its surveillance tools
and is using deep packet inspection (DPI) to block and slow down political speech,
especially by opposition (Digital Rights Foundation, 2023). These steps are indicative
of a wider pattern of digital authoritarianism, using indistinct cybersecurity laws, like
the Prevention of Electronic Crimes Act (PECA), to criminalize online speech and stifle
political organizing (Human Rights Watch, 2023). Although the state regulation is
reasonable as it reduces hate speech and disinformation, the absence of transparency
and the court control has encouraged arbitrary use of the regulation, which damages
the confidence in digital governance (Khan & Yusufzai, 2023).

The other major issue is the continued digital divide that enhances inequality in
political participation among the urban and rural dwellers. Even though the mobile
broadband penetration level in Pakistan is 62%, access is significantly urban-biased,
and rural communities experience the lack of connectivity because of the lack of
infrastructure and cost prohibition (PTA, 2023). A 2023 research conducted by Lahore
University of Management Sciences (LUMS) revealed that only 28 percent of the rural
Pakistanis regularly access the internet compared to 65 percent of the urban
population (Rizvi et al., 2023). This gap further supports the political balance since
populations that have been digitally left behind, especially women and low-income
households are still dependent on the traditional media, which is mostly state-
controlled or biased (Malik & Shaheen, 2023). Moreover, the level of digital literacy is
rather low: only 34 percent of Pakistanis are skilled enough to analyze political
information found online critically (PILDAT, 2023). This sets a stage of misinformation
moving freely among the less tech-savvy groups of people, with urban, educated elites
having the majority of the voice on the virtual political platform (Ali & Rehman, 2023).
The potential of digital populism as an empowering force of democracy is dangerously
under the threat of becoming an instrument of elite manipulation without fair ground
and education.

One of the most damaging impacts of digital populism can perhaps be defined as the
degradation of the democratic discourse, which is increasingly toxic, misinformed,
and hyper-partisan. The algorithms used by social media are more interested in
engagement than accuracy, and extremist rhetoric and conspiracy theories, including
the so-called foreign conspiracy narrative that became popular with the PTI led by
Imran Khan and led to mass protests in 2022-23 (International Crisis Group, 2023).
According to a study conducted by Media Matters for Democracy (2023), 42 percent
of the trending political hashtags in Pakistan bore verifiable false information whereas
partisan networks deployed bots and false accounts to master control of the attitudes

of the masses. The ensuing polarization has eroded political discourse into a form of
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us vs. them, with an opposing side being presented as a traitor of the state or an
enemy (Qureshi, 2023). Women journalists and activists are the most targeted group
of people who are met with especially harsh online harassment such as gendered
disinformation efforts to shut them up (Aurat Foundation, 2023). The degradation of
fact-based discourse has undermined the democratic forces where citizens are losing
their faith in electoral procedures, popular media, and even the court decisions (Pew
Research Center, 2023). Pakistan needs to implement stringent digital literacy
initiatives, measures of accountability on the platforms, and open content
moderation policies, or the uncontrolled spread of digital populism can corrupt the
already weak Pakistani democracy even more.

Future of Digital Populism in Pakistan

Artificial intelligence (Al), deepfake technology and newer social media are other
areas that are likely to influence the future of digital populism in Pakistan and may
change the already evolving nature of political mobilization and propaganda. The use
of Al-powered devices like automated chatbots and artificially generated texts is
already being employed to maximize political messaging, and analysts believe that it
will not be long before voters will be targeted by tailor-made Al campaigns that will
identify them by their online actions and habits (Qureshi & Malik, 2024). The threat
of deepfake technology is even more significant because hyper-realistic manipulated
video can be used as a weapon to propagate misinformation, in which case fake
speeches of political figures may be released, which can instigate riots (Digital Rights
Foundation, 2024). New platforms such as the ones that might replace TikTok or
decentralized social networks (Mastodon, Bluesky) can also change the existing order
and provide opportunities to discuss politics without governmental censorship (Khan
& Yusufzai, 2024). Nevertheless, the innovations are associated with some risks: the
disinformation created by Al can increase polarization, and the state and non-state
representatives may use these tools to influence the elections and intimidate the
opposition (International Crisis Group, 2024). In the absence of solid regulation
systems, Pakistan may experience an Al-based arms race in political propaganda, in
which truth is becoming harder to identify (Ahmad & Sheikh, 2024).

The key question is whether digital populism can be used to bolster democracy or it
is a threat to institutional stability in the first place. Social media enthusiasts say it has
democratized politics and allowed those who are at the fringe of the society such as
the youth and the rural dwellers a chance to express themselves (Pakistan Youth
Survey, 2024). Examples such as the PTI Jalsa digital can show how online power can
be used to shape the political world, i.e., bringing more accountability (Hussain, 2024).
Yet, the critics caution against the fact that digital populism usually focuses on
emotionality rather than a meaningful discussion of policy, simplifying the problem of
governance to viral catchphrases and memes (Media Matters for Democracy, 2024).
The loss of the gatekeeping capacity of traditional media has also facilitated the

escape of scrutiny by authoritarian-leaning leaders since direct digital communication
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allows them to broadcast propaganda without any checks (Freedom Network, 2024).
Moreover, the misinformation, including manipulated videos and bogus news, as a
weapon, has eroded the trust of the people in the democratic bodies, including the
electoral process as well as the courts (PILDAT, 2024). Although digital tools have the
potential to promote civic engagement, the risk of misusing them poses a threat to
the already shaky democratic norms in Pakistan and institutional reforms are the key
to addressing the disruptiveness of digital tools (Rizvi et al., 2024).

In the future, Pakistan is at an inflection point in which its regulation, digital literacy,
and platform responsibility may turn digital populism into either a source of
democratic renewal or further corruption. The regulatory attitude of the government
towards the use of Al and cybersecurity legislation will play a pivotal role in containing
such risks as deepfake-based disinformation (PTA, 2024). In the meantime, media
literacy and fact-checking programs organized by the civil society would allow citizens
to be more critical regarding the digital political environment (Aurat Foundation,
2024). Even political parties will have to embrace ethical standards of digital
campaigning and stop being based on divisive rhetoric and disinformation (Pakistan
Institute of Legislative Development and Transparency, 2024). Unrestricted, digital
populism may further divide people and create distrust in institutions, yet, with
adequate controls, it would restore the enthusiasm in democratic participation by
making the political discourse more inclusive and transparent. In the electoral process
in 2024-2025, the experiment with digital mobilization in Pakistan will be a crucial test
of how the country will use digital mobilization to strengthen its democracy and
counter destabilizing trends or become a victim of these trends (International
Republican Institute, 2024).

Conclusion

There is no doubt that digital populism has transformed the Pakistani political space,
providing both an unprecedented potential of democratic participation and a threat
to the stability of institutions. On the one hand, the social media has democratized
the process of political involvement whereby leaders are in a position to reach out to
citizens; particularly the young generation; by cutting across the media gatekeepers
and leading to the actual grassroots mobilization. The online platforms have proven
their ability to draw people to support political movements as seen in the case of
Digital Jalsa by PTI, whereby politics became more accessible to individuals who were
formerly excluded. Nonetheless, such digital revolution has also introduced a flood of
disinformation, hyper-partisanship, and algorithmic manipulation, and degraded the
quality of the public discourse. The viralization of deepfakes, echo chambers, and
propaganda disseminated by bots have aggravated the situation of polarization in
society, making political discussions a toxic field where only viral messages matter.
With Pakistan at this turning point, the task will be to tap the democratic possibilities
of digital populism and curb the destructive impacts of populism on truth, trust, and

institutional integrity.
47 |Page



Vol. 1 No.1 January-June (2025) Journal of Social Science and Knowledge Horizons

The future of the Pakistani democracy is going to be based on the ability of the country
to navigate through the changing digital political arena. Unless there are effective
protections in place digital populism is likely to turn into a weapon of authoritarian
rule instead of democratic liberation unless more is done to ensure that there are
more effective regulations against Al-driven disinformation, more effective digital
literacy programs, and more responsibility on the part of social media platforms. The
state needs to find a compromise: safeguarding free speech but limiting the damaging
misinformation, providing people with more internet access to decrease the urban-
rural divide, and making sure that new technologies such as deepfakes do not disrupt
the political process. In the meantime, both political parties, civil society, and citizens
have to unite and fight the temptation of hateful rhetoric and focus more on the
evidence-based policy rather than viral sensation. Digital populism may enhance
democracy in Pakistan by helping to achieve increased inclusion and transparency in
the event that the country manages to develop a more informed and critical digital
public sphere. But when uncontrolled, it can erode society, repudiate institutions and
institute anarchy. The decisions that are taken today will clarify whether digital
populism is a problem or a source of prosperity and democratic rebuff.
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