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Abstract

Background: India’s cultural identity is deeply rooted in its religious pluralism; however,
hardened belief systems can occasionally foster sectarian identities that resist inclusive
dialogue. Such rigidity often limits intergroup interaction, particularly among the youth. As
both a mirror and a shaper of societal attitudes, the media plays a pivotal role in framing
religious discourse. The nature of this coverage has direct implications for the realisation of
the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), specifically SDG 4 (Quality Education), SDG 10
(Reduced Inequalities), and SDG 16 (Peace, Justice, and Strong Institutions).

Objective: This study investigates how religious issues are framed within Indian media
discourse, focusing on the Karnataka Hijab controversy. It evaluates whether media coverage
advanced exclusive ideological lines or contributed to an inclusive, pluralistic understanding
of the event.
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Methodology: The research utilised a qualitative content analysis of secondary data from two
leading Indian newspapers, The Hindu and The Deccan Herald. The analysis focused on
identifying framing patterns and the degree to which these reports reflected or exacerbated
socio-political tensions.

Results: The findings underscore the influential role of the media in disseminating religious
discourse and shaping the perceptions of the youth. The results indicate that media
representations often reflect the broader socio-political tensions within Indian society,
highlighting the challenges of maintaining neutrality in reporting on religious conflicts.

Conclusion: This paper offers a critical reflection on the representation of religious discourses
during the Karnataka Hijab controversy, which began in December 2021. This event was
particularly significant as it unfolded within a secular educational institution—an environment
traditionally perceived as neutral and unifying—rather than a religious setting.

Unique Contribution: This study contributes to the global discourse on advancing inclusive
societies as envisioned in the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development. It provides empirical
evidence of how media framing can impact social cohesion and the implementation of SDG-
related educational values.

Key Recommendation: Educational institutions should reaffirm their commitment to
constitutional secularism and remain insulated from communal influences. Furthermore,
academic environments must promote constitutional literacy and ethical media engagement to
counter polarisation and reinforce pluralistic values within the education system.

Keywords: sustainable development, media framing, religious discourses, inclusive education,
social cohesion.

Introduction

Early in 2022, Karnataka was the centre stage of a controversial issue of school uniforms and
religious identity that was fueled by an event of Muslim students being refused access to
classrooms due to the wearing of the hijab (Santosh & Paleri, 2021). The dispute started in
December 2021 when students of a state pre-university (PU) college in Udupi were banned
from attending classes wearing the hijab, claiming that the institution had a uniform policy.

Indian religion is a powerful institution, an organised system of beliefs, rituals, and practices
focused on a supreme being or divine power. Nevertheless, religion does not necessarily
conflict with education despite its importance. Democratic societies use education as a
socialisation platform, a source of knowledge, and an instrument of nurturing responsible
citizens. Ideally, schools are inclusive settings that cut across caste, class, religious, and gender
divides to foster peace and justice (Rao et al., 2023).

The young population in India underscores the need to cultivate a culture of inclusiveness and
secularism. Since youth (ages 15-24) make up a significant part of the population, the influence
of this age group on the country's future is central. However, the unfortunate thing is that when
youth are drawn into the political side of religious disputes, it indicates that the country is under
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threat. This highlights the necessity of inculcating constitutional values among young people,
especially secularism.

In this regard, the media's role becomes very vital. Journalism, as a democratic pillar, is charged
with upholding the truth, maintaining neutrality, and fostering inclusivity. Religious conflicts
covered by the media significantly influence public opinion, particularly among young people
who use digital and print media as sources of information (Gutiérrez-Caneda et al., 2024).

The Karnataka hijab issue received extensive media coverage both in and out of the country.
On December 27, 2021, six Muslim students demonstrated outside the Government Women
PU College in Udupi because they were denied access to classes because of wearing the hijab
(Zehra, 2023). This form of opposition was the catalyst for a wider socio-legal campaign that
has now cast the intersection of religious freedom, education, and gender rights in a new
perspective.

Chronology of the Hijab Controversy in Media Discourse

The media was critical in recording the developments of the hijab controversy. On January 31,
2022, the concerned students filed a writ petition before the Karnataka High Court, asserting
that donning the hijab was a fundamental right under Article 25 of the Indian Constitution.
After that, male Hindu students in Kundapur, Udupi, started wearing saffron scarves on
February 2, 2022, in retaliation.

The second school to officially ban the use of hijab in the classes was Kundapur College. On
February 4, the day after, the same restrictions were imposed by the Bhandarkar Private
College in Udupi. Although students insisted that their hijabs were in line with the uniform
code, the Karnataka Education Department issued a decree making government-recommended
uniforms mandatory in schools and, in colleges, specific uniforms decided by the College
Development Committee.

As of February 7, the news had gone global in the state, leading to protests and demonstrations.
On February 8, Chief Minister Basavaraj Bommai urged people to calm down and announced
that educational institutions would be temporarily closed from February 9 to 11. The same day,
a video of a student, who was wearing a burga and being verbally abused, in PES College in
Mandya, went viral and was condemned by the international community.

On February 9, Justice Krishna Dixit of the Karnataka High Court put the case before a larger
bench and refused to grant interim relief to the petitioners. An interim order was issued
prohibiting students from wearing religious attire, such as hijabs and saffron scarves, in
schools. In the meantime, the Supreme Court refused to expedite the hearing, saying it would
interfere as it pleased.

PU colleges remained closed until February 15, 2022. The state government stated that the ban
on the hijab applied only to a few institutions. In the meantime, students who disobeyed the
rules of protest were prosecuted, and Sikh students were exempted from the dress code on the
grounds of their religious headgear.
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After 11 days of hearing, the Karnataka High Court gave its final decision on March 15, 2022.
The court decided that wearing the hijab is not a fundamental religious act in Islam, and this
upheld the ban.

Relevance of the Study

The research is especially relevant in the modern socio-political context of India, where
religious identity and secularism often collide within common institutions, particularly in the
educational environment. The Hijab moral issue in Karnataka is a case in point for investigating
how the media can influence public opinion on religious expression. Media coverage can affect
how citizens, especially youth, understand constitutional values such as secularism and
freedom of religion. This study aims to unbundle the role of media framing of religion in
learning institutions in enabling inclusiveness or the proliferation of social division, and thus
lead to a critical realisation of media ethics and the democratic accountability of journalism in
pluralistic societies.

Significance of the Study

The proposed study is important because it examines the possibility that media portrayals of
religious matters shape people's perceptions and discussions in India. The Hijab dispute in
Karnataka underlines how media narratives can uphold or oppose mainstream ideologies by
promoting alternative ideologies. It is important to understand such dynamics among
journalists, educators, and government policymakers who play a role in promoting social
harmony. The study offers important insights into how responsible journalism can help
preserve the secular nature of Indian education and encourage young people to understand other
cultures.

Research Objectives

1. To critically analyse the ways in which the Hijab controversy was represented in the
Karnataka media, particularly through the aspect of religion in the major Indian dailies.

2. To investigate the influence of religion on the formation of public discussions and attitudes
in educational settings in India.

3. To assess how media discourses affect the perception of the young population on religious
conflict and secularism in modern Indian society.

Review of Literature

The Karnataka hijab controversy came to the fore at the end of December 2021, when six
Muslim female students in a pre-university college in Udupi were denied the right to attend
classes due to the headscarves they wore. The college officials justified the action by citing
institutional dress codes aimed at promoting conformity and secularism in educational
institutions. According to critics, this kind of uniform policy discriminates against religious
minorities, especially Muslim women, as they are obligated to make a decision between
religion and education (Belur, 2022).
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This situation was worsened when a number of colleges in Karnataka and other states in India,
such as Uttar Pradesh and Assam, imposed the same restrictions. Political strategies that
command majoritarian support, which often require sacrificing minority rights, have been
associated with these moves. The acts of violence, including the attack on Muslim people and
the waving of guns during student demonstrations, also depict the community conflicts on the
matter (Babu & Naithani, 2024).

Students who suffered in the ban complained that their education was being victimised. There
was much discussion about the hijab not being a recent tradition but a long-standing religious
and cultural one (Joshi et al., 2022). Their opposition went beyond clothing and was a larger
claim of identity and entitlement, which was connected to the larger movement of Indian
Muslims to overcome systemic discrimination. When the scandal gained national coverage,
political leaders, such as Rahul Gandhi, took sides, arguing that the ban infringed on
constitutional values and educational equity (Tella, 2024).

In March 2022, the Karnataka High Court ruled in favour of the government's implementation
of uniform rules and held that it was not an obligatory Islamic practice safeguarded under
Avrticle 25 of the Indian Constitution. This ruling was divisive. Although groups such as the
Bharatiya Muslim Mahila Andolan (BMMA\) accepted the legal ruling, they emphasised that
no student should be denied an education because of their personal religious expression (Singh,
2022).

Academics allege that the court might have failed to consider the intersectionality of religion,
gender, and education rights because it applied the doctrine of essential religious practices
established in previous cases). Moreover, as human rights experts emphasise, freedom of
religion is not only about faith but also about its expression in clothing; therefore, the
prohibition of the hijab can be considered to conflict with international human rights standards
(Bigger, 2006).

The hijab restrictions have also been criticised by international voices, such as U.S. officials,
who believe that the freedom of dressing is part of religious freedom and personal agency.
They have been compared to Western secular democracies, where the same is controlled to the
same extent regarding religious clothing, which leads to discussions about universal principles
as opposed to situational cultural beliefs (Sinha, 2023). Finally, the hijab debate in Karnataka
highlights a more fundamental ideological dilemma in Indian society: secularism versus
majoritarianism, uniformity versus pluralism, state versus subject.

Summary of Literature Review

The ban on the hijab in Karnataka started at the end of 2021, as the Muslim female students
were refused access to the classes wearing the hijab on the grounds of the institutional dress
code that was supposed to promote uniformity and secularism. This event triggered both state
and national demonstrations, as it brought the issue of freedom of religion and the state's human
rights policies into the limelight.

The Karnataka High Court's decision, in particular, that the hijab is not an essential religious
practice, was met with mixed responses. The opponents argue that such a logic ignores
constitutional provisions of religious freedom and gender equality. Human rights scholars also
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observe that international norms safeguard beliefs and means of expression, such as religious
dress.

The controversy is representative of broader tensions in Indian society between secularism and
communalism, individual issues and state domination, and access to education and religious
affiliation. It also brings to the fore the judiciary, the media, and political discourse to determine
how people thought and what policies were adopted on minority rights (Azmy et al., 2024).

Research Methodology

In this research, the approach will be qualitative, based on the analysis of secondary data, as
the nature of the study does not require primary data collection. The study will be both
exploratory- to learn the development of the hijab issue- and descriptive- to measure and
compare the media coverage. News articles, case reports, academic journals, government
websites, and published research papers are the main sources used in the analysis to present a
detailed overview of the socio-political discussion of the hijab issue in Karnataka.

First, newspaper articles were purposively selected from two widely circulated and editorially
influential Indian newspapers, The Hindu and Deccan Herald, covering the period from
December 2021 to March 2022, when the Karnataka hijab controversy received extensive
media attention. Articles were retrieved using keywords such as “hijab controversy,”
“Karnataka hijab issue,” “religious freedom in education,” and “dress code debate.” Opinion
pieces, editorials, and news reports directly discussing the controversy were included, while
unrelated articles were excluded.

Second, the study employed a structured qualitative content analysis. An initial open coding
process was conducted to identify recurring patterns in the discourse. Based on this process,
articles were systematically coded into clearly defined thematic clusters. The final coding
framework consisted of four mutually exclusive categories:

1. Legal-Constitutional Framing — Articles focusing on constitutional rights, court
rulings, legal arguments, and policy interpretations regarding religious freedom and
institutional regulations.

2. Political-ldeological Framing - Coverage emphasising political narratives,
ideological polarisation, and party or organisational positions related to the controversy.

3. Educational and Institutional Context — Articles discussing the implications for
schools, students, educational governance, and the neutrality of academic spaces.

4. Social Cohesion and ldentity Discourse — Content highlighting issues of religious
identity, minority rights, social harmony, or communal tensions.

To minimise thematic overlap, each article was assigned to the dominant framing category,
determined by the text's central argument or emphasis. Coding guidelines were developed to
ensure consistency, and ambiguous cases were re-examined to identify the most representative
category.

This systematic coding protocol strengthens the methodological rigour of the study by ensuring
transparency in article classification and by enabling a clearer analysis of how different media
frames shape public discourse on religion, education, and social cohesion.
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Conceptual Framework: Media Framing, Religion, and Inclusive Education

Socio-Political Context (Karnataka Hijab Controversy)

Media Narratives / Framing (News reports, editorials, opinion pieces

Public Discussion on Religion (Identity, rights, secularism, institutional neutrality)

1
Youth Perceptions (Religious freedom, equality, participation in education)

Constitutional Values & Policy Debate (Secularism, equality, institutional neutrality)

~
Inclusive Education Outcomes (Access, social cohesion, reduced inequality)

Figure 1: Conceptual framework illustrating how media narratives shape public discussions on
religion, influence youth perceptions, and mediate debates on constitutional values and
inclusive education.

Religion in Indian Educational Institutions

Avrticle 28 of the Indian Constitution governs religious instruction in schools. It explicitly states
that no religious teaching would be given in schools entirely funded by the state (Constituent
of India, 1950). There are, however, exemptions for institutions established under religious
endowments, as long as they are not mandatory. This is an indication of India's secularism,
while keeping in view religious pluralism.

Since the Constituent Assembly Debates, scholars have been arguing on the scope and
implications of this provision. Dr B. R. Ambedkar insisted on secularism in state-subsidised
institutions, and figures such as Sardar Hukum Singh argued that secularism should be
maintained, but not used to control spending (Singh, 1948).

Recent sources indicate that inclusive religious education would help foster interreligious
understanding in a multicultural society, such as India. It was recommended that religion be
taught as moral education to prevent religious intolerance and communal sentiments (National
Council of Educational Research and Training, 2005). One side argues that these reforms can
violate the constitutional principle of secularism, while the other side supports culturally
sensitive pedagogy, which entails a comparative study of religions to foster mutual respect
(Bhattacharya, 2024).

Data Analysis & Interpretation

This part examines the media reports on the Karnataka hijab controversy in 2022 by two of the
most prominent English-language newspapers, Deccan Herald and The Hindu. The reporting
by Deccan Herald was extensive and sustained between January and April, with the most
extensive coverage in February and March at 42% and 37% of its articles, respectively. This
continued attention shows that the newspaper was keen to follow the controversy to the end as
it unfolded, thus giving readers the necessary information in time and in detail at the most
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crucial stage of the conflict. On the other hand, The Hindu focused its news stories in February
and March, with 67 per cent of the articles published in February and the remaining 33 per cent
in March. It is interesting to note that Hindu has only started reporting after Deccan Herald,
but its vigorous reporting in the most volatile months of the controversy indicates that it is
responsive to the growing interest and readership needs of the people.

Such variations in media usage indicate editorial focus and approaches, and how newspapers
control the discussion by choosing what to cover and when, and vice versa. The fact that both
newspapers gave such high coverage highlights the importance of the hijab controversy as a
socio-religious problem that has far-reaching consequences in the area of religious freedom,
cultural identity and communal relations in India.

Recent scholarship has focused on the media's instrumental role in framing such socio-political
controversies. As stated by Chatterjee (2018), media framing not only shapes people's opinions
but also creates narratives that either fuel or reduce communal frictions. Likewise, selective
media coverage shapes the overall view of minorities' rights, which in turn influences policy
discourse and society's perception of religious practices. Thus, the high-profile coverage by
Deccan Herald and The Hindu of the hijab controversy is an example of how the media can
serve as a potent agent of scrutiny and of shaping societal conflict over religious identity and
constitutional rights.

The analytical framework has been clarified to distinguish between institutional administrative
actions and student-led communal mobilisation. Administrative adherence refers to the
enforcement of institutional uniform policies and government directives, while communal
mobilisation is examined through the symbolic responses of student groups, such as the use of
saffron scarves as counter-identities in the protest context. This approach helps explain how
formal rules—such as dress code policies—can function either as mechanisms of institutional
neutrality or become interpreted as instruments of inclusion or exclusion within a polarised
socio-political environment.

Table 1. Media Reporting on Karnataka Hijab Controversy (2022)

Reporting Peak Reporting

Newspaper Period Percentage Editorial Notes
Provided the most extensive sustained
Deccan January—April February: coverage and followed the controversy
Herald 2022 42%March: 37% closely throughout the period.
February— February: Concentrated, intense reporting during the

The Hindu March 2022  67%March: 33% peak months of the controversy.

(Source: Author’s analysis (2023)

The results, as shown in Table 1, show that Deccan Herald maintained a more balanced
distribution of articles over a longer duration, with a difference of only 5% between February
and March. The Hindu showed a much sharper focus in February, with reporting intensity being
more than double (67%) that of its March coverage (33%). Both newspapers identified
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February 2022 as the primary peak of the controversy, allocating their highest percentage of
articles to that month.

Discussion of Findings

The most extensive coverage of the hijab controversy has been reported by Deccan Herald and
The Hindu, which can be taken as an indication that the issue at hand concerns the people as
much as it has socio-political implications.

Deccan Herald also covered the period from January to April 2022, particularly in February
and March. The Hindu, in its turn, concentrated its reporting in February and March 2022. The
two newspaper reports of the hijab problem illustrate how the media contributes to shaping the
social attitude towards the problem, which may affect attitudes of people towards it and the
policy discourse.

Religion themes emerge in articles in both newspapers, and this is what points to the fact that
there is syncretism between religion, education and government policies, which is inherent in
the hijab debate. The content analysis indicates that the newspapers mirrored the overall
sentiment and political response, thereby depicting their editorial positions on the issue of the
hijab (Asl, 2023).

The analysis has demonstrated that Deccan Herald and The Hindu have devoted substantial
media coverage to the question of the hijab, with Deccan Herald covering the news consistently
and The Hindu concentrating on the issue during the most significant months. The significance
of editorial decision-making in determining the extent of coverage and framing that ultimately
shape how people perceive and discuss policy has emerged in this comparative study
(Chakravarty, 2026).

The paper identifies the over-interrelationship between religion and education in media
narratives and the effect of media coverage on the social discourse surrounding delicate social-
religious issues. Moreover, it demonstrates the media's power to influence societal mindsets
and policy-making processes in the context of controversial incidents. These findings are
supported by recent studies, which highlight that the media coverage of religious scandals can
trigger and moderate communal conflicts(Jain, 2023).

For SDG 4, media narratives discussing dress codes, institutional autonomy, and student
participation were examined to demonstrate how framing educational spaces as either neutral
or exclusionary may influence perceptions of inclusive access to education. For SDG 10,
coverage highlighting minority rights, religious identity, and legal protections was analysed to
illustrate how media discourse can shape debates on equality, representation, and social
inclusion.

While the study does not replicate the full legal chronology of the Karnataka High Court Hijab
Verdict, the revised discussion section now includes concise examples that show how media
narratives function as normative or moral discourses, influencing public understanding of
opportunity, rights, and institutional fairness.
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Recommendations

The study recommends longitudinal follow-up research, including periodic midpoint reviews
of media discourse and policy developments, to track how narratives around religious identity,
institutional neutrality, and educational inclusion evolve over time. Such longitudinal studies
would provide deeper insight into the sustained impact of media framing on social perceptions
and educational environments, thereby strengthening the broader understanding of inclusive
education outcomes.

The study also recommends that educational institutions formally integrate constitutional
literacy, interfaith dialogue, and civic education initiatives within academic environments.
These may include structured discussions, seminars on constitutional values, and student-led
dialogue forums that encourage respectful engagement with diverse religious perspectives.
Such initiatives can help institutionalise informed dialogue, enabling students to understand
principles of secularism, equality, and religious freedom without relying solely on informal
cultural capital. By embedding these practices within academic and co-curricular activities,
institutions can promote inclusive participation, mutual respect, and social cohesion while
maintaining the neutrality of educational spaces.

The study expands the recommendation by proposing an Ethical Media Engagement
framework that educators can use when incorporating media content into classroom
discussions. This framework encourages teachers to critically evaluate news reports for
sensationalism, bias, and ideological framing before using them as pedagogical materials.

Conclusion

The behaviours and the knowledge of the social worlds that we experience largely shape our
perceptions, personalities, and cognitive structures. Family, peers, schools, places of worship,
religion, the news media, and social media platforms form these environments. The study
examined how two popular English-language newspapers, The Hindu and Deccan Herald,
reported the hijab controversy in Karnataka, focusing on how they framed and covered the
religious issues. The paper has also analysed how such media representations affect various
readerships and religions.

The hijab case was publicised when a number of Muslim students in Karnataka were expelled
from junior college over their wearing of the hijab, which was considered to be breaking the
uniform policy in the school. This episode led to a row of religious disagreements, which were
widely reported by the media. The paper showed that Deccan Herald had reported in-depth,
continuous coverage since January 2022, peaking in February and March, whereas The Hindu
had begun its coverage at the beginning of February and March 2022. These variations outline
distinct editorial strategies and the importance of media sources adopting different tactics to
attract readers and influence societal discourse.

Furthermore, the two newspapers published editorials that directly expressed their positions on
the controversy as they interpreted it. This paper also presented examples of material that was
deleted from journals due to the nature of the issues, demonstrating how the media follows
ethical codes and the importance of responsible journalism.
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In line with previous studies, the research confirms that the media play a significant role in
shaping the audience's perception of religion and require a cautious, knowledgeable approach
to reporting on religion. Imprecision or ignorant speech tends to increase emotions and social
tension, which is why journalistic tact and ethical responsibility are important. In addition,
schools operate under different legislation, including Article 28 of the Indian Constitution,
which safeguards the right to religious instruction, as well as other policies that encourage
secularism and tolerance among students. Overall, the results indicate the media's strong ability
to shape the general discourse on socio-religious sensitive topics.

Future Scope of the Study

It has several promising areas for future research in which the results of this study can be
expanded. Cross-cultural research on religious attire in schools across various nations can also
provide useful information on international norms, laws, and cultural behaviour, contributing
to the global debate on religion and schooling.

The findings of this study are therefore not intended to be generalised to the entire Indian media
landscape, particularly to vernacular media ecosystems, which may reflect different socio-
cultural dynamics. Instead, the results should be understood as representing mainstream
English-language media framing of the controversy.

Lastly, the qualitative approach, which may include surveys, interviews, and focus groups with
central stakeholders: students, educators, policymakers, and community leaders, may help to
introduce subtle information about how media coverage influences their perceptions, attitudes,
and decision-making. These complex research directions would enhance our understanding of
how the media has influenced the discussion of religion and how it has influenced policy
formulation in pluralistic societies.
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