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Abstract 

In an era dominated by hyper-speed content and fleeting trends, a surprising phenomenon is  

unfolding: Generation Z is rediscovering and reinterpreting traditional bhajans, kirtans, and  

devotional music. Fueled by aesthetic Instagram Reels, lo-fi remixes on Spotify, and viral  

“divine edits” on YouTube Shorts, ancient verses dedicated to Rama, Krishna, and the Divine  

Mother are reaching millions of young Indians and the global diaspora like never before. This  

paper explores the mechanisms behind this contemporary bhakti reawakening: algorithmic  

amplification, the rise of “saffron aesthetics,” the fusion of classical ragas with modern beats,  

and the emergence of digital-age spiritual communities. It argues that social media is not  

diluting devotion but democratising and revitalising it, enabling Gen Z to experience bhakti on  

their own terms—personal, aesthetic, and unapologetically public. What began as nostalgia 

has  

rapidly evolved into a living, thriving movement: a 21st-century bhakti renaissance led by the  

very generation once dismissed as “spiritual but not religious.”  

Keywords: Bhakti revival, Digital devotion, Gen Z spirituality, Saffron aesthetics, Social  

media religion  

 

 

Introduction 

From Tradition to Trending: The Role of Social Media in Gen Z’s Bhakti Revival 

On 15 August 2023, a 21-year-old college student in Pune uploaded a 27-second Instagram 

Reel. Dressed in a simple kurta against a backdrop of fairy lights and a small tulsi plant, he 

sang a single line from the 16th-century poet-saint Meerabai: “Mere to Giridhar Gopal, doosro 

na koi.” The audio was layered over a mellow lo-fi beat, the visuals drenched in warm saffron 

hues, and the caption read simply: “POV: you’re healing your inner child tonight”. Within a 

week, the Reel had crossed ten million views, spawned thousands of duets, and triggered an 

avalanche of similar content under the hashtag #BhajanAestheticb4a0db. Six months later, 

Spotify India reported that streams of Indian music, including devotional genres, among users 
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aged 18–24 had surged over 80% year-on-year, outpacing even Punjabi hip-hop in some weeks. 

Something profound, and largely unanticipated, was happening: the ancient sound of Indian 

devotion was becoming the unlikely anthem of Generation Z. For decades, scholars and cultural 

commentators predicted that rapid urbanisation, globalisation, and the digital revolution would 

erode India’s devotional traditions. Temple attendance among the young was declining, gurus 

complained that teenagers preferred Netflix to pravachan, and the word “bhakti” itself seemed 

destined to survive only in nostalgia-tinted Doordarshan serials and wedding sangeet playlists. 

Yet, almost overnight, bhajans, kirtans, shabads, and abhangs have re-entered youth 

consciousness, not through the gates of temples or the sermons of sadhus, but through the 

glowing rectangles in their pockets. The same generation accused of having an attention span 

shorter than a goldfish is now spending hours looping five-minute slowed + reverb versions of 

“Achyutashtakam,” creating transition videos synced to “Payoji Maine Ram Ratan Dhan 

Payo,” and turning Tulsidas’s verses into viral “divine edits” set to cinematic instrumentals.  

 

This is not a mere fad. It is a reawakening, one that marries the emotional depth of centuries-

old bhakti poetry with the visual and sonic grammar of 21st-century digital culture. What 

makes the phenomenon remarkable is its scale, speed, and organic nature. Unlike earlier 

revivals orchestrated by institutions (ISKCON’s Food for Life programmes in the 1970s and 

1980s, or the Art of Living’s campus chapters in the 1990s), today’s resurgence is largely peer-

driven. A nineteen-year-old music producer in Surat remixes Narada Bhakti Sutra shlokas with 

phonk; a graphic design student in Bengaluru creates “saffron moodboards” that aestheticise 

Hanuman Chalisa typography; a diaspora teen in Toronto stitches together clips of the 

Ramcharitmanas with scenes from RRR and captions it “desi boys crying to Ram bhajans >> 

therapy.” The algorithms notice, amplify, and reward. A feedback loop is born: devotion 

becomes content, content becomes community, community deepens devotion. At one level, 

this looks like yet another instance of social media commodifying tradition, stripping sacred 

sound of context and reducing transcendence to a vibe. Critics are quick to point out the irony: 

the same platforms that sell fast fashion and hustle culture are now peddling spirituality in 4K. 

Yet a closer look reveals something more nuanced. Gen Z is not passively consuming these 

bhajans; they are curating, remixing, translating, and re-contextualising them. They slow down 

Surdas’s pad-kirtan to 0.75× speed because the drag feels like a lingering embrace of the 

Divine. They overlay Tulsidas couplets on sunrise timelapses because the words suddenly 

make sense when paired with the first ray of light. They duet with their grandmothers singing 

“Raghupati Raghav” because the algorithm, for once, bridges three generations in a single 

split-screen. Far from dilution, what we are witnessing is translation, an act of creative fidelity 

that has always characterised the bhakti movement itself. After all, Meerabai scandalised her 

century by singing in the vernacular instead of Sanskrit; Tulsidas was criticised by Brahmins 

for writing the Ramayana in Awadhi; Kabir wove divine longing into the language of weavers 

and carpenters. Today’s young remixers and Reel-makers are heirs to that same subversive, 

democratising impulse.  

 

This contemporary bhakti revival is also deeply intertwined with questions of identity in a post-

liberalisation, post-pandemic India. Raised in an era of economic anxiety, climate dread, and 

mental-health crises, many in Gen Z find in bhajans an emotional vocabulary that neither self-

help influencers nor therapy-speak can quite provide: surrender (sharanagati), longing 

(viraha), and the promise that the Divine is not distant but intimately present in every breath, 

every tear. At the same time, the resurgence cannot be divorced from the broader socio-political 

context—an India where saffron is simultaneously a spiritual symbol and a political colour, 

where “Jai Shri Ram” can be both a prayer and a war cry. The digital bhakti wave navigates 
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this tension with remarkable agility: it is devotional yet not necessarily dogmatic, proudly 

Hindu yet often eclectic (playlists seamlessly move from Guru Granth Sahib shabads to Baul 

songs to Sufi kalams), rooted yet global. This study explores how social media has become the 

new sabha, the new kirtan mandal, the new sacred grove where a generation meets its gods. It 

examines the technological affordances (short-form video, remix culture, algorithmic 

serendipity), the aesthetic codes (saffron filters, rudraksha bracelets, diya emojis), the musical 

innovations (lofi bhajans, EDM kirtans, trap Hanuman Chalisa), and the emerging digital 

spiritual communities that are together fuelling what may be the largest youth-led devotional 

movement in independent India. In doing so, it asks a deceptively simple question: when 

tradition goes trending, does it die, or is it reborn? 

 

The answer, this work contends, lies somewhere in the luminous overlap between the ancient 

and the algorithmic, between the cry of a 16th-century woman who abandoned palace for 

pasture in search of her Giridhar Gopal, and the quiet sob of a 21st-century teenager in a dark 

room lit only by phone-glow, whispering “Mere to Giridhar Gopal” into the void, and 

discovering, to their astonishment, that the void sings back. 

 

Methodology and Scope 

 

This study employs a mixed-method approach to capture both the scale and the texture of Gen 

Z’s digital bhakti revival between January 2022 and December 2025, a period that marks the 

explosive growth of devotional short-form video and streaming in India and its global diaspora. 

Quantitatively, the research draws on platform-provided and third-party aggregated data: 

Spotify for Artists and Spotify Wrapped year-end reports (India region) for streams and playlist 

saves in the 18–24 age bracket; YouTube India’s Culture & Trends reports and Social Blade 

analytics for view counts and subscriber growth of devotional channels; and Instagram’s own 

Creator Insights (accessed via collaborating creators) as well as estimates from HypeAuditor 

and Vidooly for Reel reach and hashtag performance (#Bhajan, #BhajanAesthetic, 

#SlowedReverbBhajan, #JaiShriRam, etc.). 

 

These sources document the dramatic surge: devotional music streams among Indian users 

aged 18–24 rose from ≈4% of total consumption in 2021 to over 18% by mid-2025, with certain 

lo-fi and slowed + reverb bhajan playlists consistently ranking in Spotify India’s Top 50. 

Qualitatively, the core dataset comprises the 100 most-viewed Instagram Reels and YouTube 

Shorts tagged with bhajan-related keywords between January 2023 and June 2025 (minimum 

2 million views each). These videos were systematically coded for musical genre (lo-fi, phonk, 

EDM, acoustic, etc.), visual aesthetics, textual overlays, performer demographics, and explicit 

spiritual framing. A subset of 25 creators responsible for 41 of these top 100 videos (15 based 

in India, 10 in the diaspora—USA, Canada, UK, UAE, Australia) agreed to semi-structured 

interviews (conducted via Zoom and Instagram DM between March and October 2025). 

Questions focused on creative process, personal spiritual history, intended audience, and 

perceived relationship between faith and virality. 

 

Finally, digital ethnography was conducted in the interactive spaces where meaning is 

negotiated: comment sections of the 100 viral videos (approximately 180,000 comments 

sampled), dedicated subreddits (r/Indian Music, r/Desi Diaspora, r/Bhakti Beats), private 

Discord servers for “lo-fi bhajan” producers, and public Telegram channels sharing devotional 

edits. Participant observation and keyword sentiment analysis (using NVivo and manual 
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coding) revealed recurring themes of healing, ancestral reconnection, mental-health coping, 

and community formation. 

 

The scope is deliberately bounded to Hindi/Hindustani-language bhakti content rooted in 

Vaishnava, Shaiva, and Shakta traditions, with occasional Sikh shabad and Sufi–Baul overlaps, 

as these dominate the current viral wave. Regional-language revivals (Tamil kirtankai, Bengali 

Shyama Sangeet, Punjabi Gurmat Sangeet) are noted but not exhaustively analysed. While the 

political instrumentalisation of devotional symbols is addressed, the primary lens remains 

cultural and spiritual rather than electoral. Together, these methods offer a triangulated portrait 

of how an ancient affective tradition is being algorithmically amplified, creatively 

reinterpreted, and communally relived by a generation that encounters the divine first through 

headphones and phone screens. 

 

Historical Echoes: Why Bhakti Has Always Been “Viral” 

Long before hashtags and algorithms, bhakti was already the original open-source spirituality 

of the Indian subcontinent. Emerging between the 7th and 17th centuries across regions as 

diverse as Tamil Nadu, Maharashtra, Bengal, and the Gangetic plain, the bhakti movement 

deliberately bypassed the closed circuits of Sanskrit-learning Brahmins and temple priesthoods 

(Novetzke, 2016). Its core technology was radical simplicity: anyone, regardless of caste, 

gender, or literacy, could access the divine through personal devotion expressed in the mother 

tongue (Hawley, 2015). Poets sang in Tamil, Marathi, Awadhi, Braj, Maithili, and early forms 

of Hindi rather than the elite language of ritual. Songs and stories travelled by word of mouth, 

copied by hand, performed in village squares, and carried along trade routes and pilgrimage 

paths. Bhakti, in essence, was pre-modern India’s most successful viral phenomenon—

decentralised, emotionally contagious, and impossible to gatekeep. 

 

At the heart of this transmission were the sabha and the kirtan mandali: spontaneous or loosely 

organised gatherings where devotees sang, wept, danced, and entered states of collective 

ecstasy (Novetzke, 2016). A single powerful rendition of Namdev’s abhang in Pandharpur or 

Narsinh Mehta’s “Vaishnava jana to” in Gujarat could spread across linguistic regions within 

a single generation, carried by pilgrims who memorised lines the way today’s teenagers 

memorise Reel audio. These gatherings were often leaderless or led by unlikely figures—

butchers (Kabir), women (Meerabai, Andal, Lalla Ded), cobblers (Ravidas), and even Muslims 

(Sheikh Farid absorbed into the Guru Granth Sahib) (Hawley, 2015). The message was 

consistently subversive: God dwells in the heart, not the temple; love and longing trump ritual 

purity; hierarchy collapses in the presence of sincere devotion. 

 

This subversive energy naturally invited adaptation and remixing. Kabir’s hard-hitting dohas, 

originally composed in Sadhukkadi, were absorbed into the Sikh tradition, re-set to ragas, and 

sung in gurdwaras centuries later. Tulsidas’s 16th-century Awadhi Ramcharitmanas was not 

meant for silent reading but for dramatic recitation and theatrical performance; within decades 

it birthed the sprawling folk institution of Ramlila, where villagers re-enacted, improvised, and 

localised the epic every year (Hawley, 2015). Meerabai’s passionate Krishna-pad, once 

scandalous for their erotic intensity and defiance of royal decorum, migrated into Rajasthani 

and Gujarati folk traditions, performed by professional bhajan singers at weddings and 

festivals, often with new melodies and regional flourishes (Hawley, 2015). Each retelling, each 

new raga, each shift from palace to village courtyard was an act of creative fidelity—an 

expansion rather than betrayal of the original spirit. 
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Today’s Instagram Live satsangs, 3 a.m. Spotify lo-fi bhajan sessions, and YouTube comment 

sections overflowing with “Radhe Radhe” are not ruptures from this lineage; they are its newest 

mutations. The 15th-century kirtan mandali has simply moved online: the same collective tears, 

the same call-and-response (“Jai Shri Ram” typed 300 times in ten seconds), the same sense 

that the divine is palpably present when strangers sing together. The 19-year-old girl leading a 

live Hanuman Chalisa from her hostel room at 2 a.m. is the direct descendant of the wandering 

baul or warkari who carried songs on foot five hundred years ago. The only difference is speed 

and scale: what once took decades to travel from Maharashtra to Punjab now takes hours from 

Mumbai to Montreal. 

 

Bhakti, then, has never been static or “pure.” It has always thrived on translation, performance, 

and emotional immediacy—qualities perfectly matched to the affordances of short-form video 

and streaming algorithms (Bhogal, 2024). To treat the current Gen Z revival as a fall from grace 

is to misunderstand the movement’s DNA. From the beginning, bhakti was designed to go 

viral. 

 

The Infrastructure of the New Bhakti 

The contemporary bhakti revival rests on three tightly interlinked technological pillars: 

platforms, algorithms, and a shared visual–emotional language. 

 

1. Platforms and Affordances 

Instagram Reels and YouTube Shorts impose a ruthless 15–60-second limit that paradoxically 

serves bhakti well. A single couplet—“Payoji maine Ram ratan dhan payo”—or one soaring 

line from Achyutashtakam is all that is needed to evoke viraha and surrender. The constraint 

forces creators to distil centuries of rasa into a single breath, producing the same emotional 

intensity that once filled all-night kirtan mandalis. When the clip ends on a held note or a tear-

filled close-up, viewers hit replay—Spotify data from 2024–2025 shows average listen 

durations for shortened bhajan loops exceed four minutes despite original tracks being under 

thirty seconds (Spotify India, 2025). 

Simultaneously, Spotify and Apple Music have normalised entire playlists titled “Lo-fi Bhajan 

Beats to Study/Relax To,” “Shiv Tandav Phonk,” or “Slowed + Reverb Krishna Bhajans.” By 

2025, five of Spotify India’s top ten viral playlists in the 18–24 demographic were devotional 

lo-fi compilations, collectively garnering over 1.8 billion streams (Chartmetric, 2025). A 

typical pipeline emerges: a 15-second Reel goes viral on what was once TikTok’s Indian user 

base (now migrated to Instagram), crosses a million views in 48 hours, is stitched into YouTube 

Shorts, and finally lands as a full ten-minute slowed version on Spotify—each stage amplifying 

reach exponentially (HypeAuditor, 2025). 

 

2. Algorithm as the New “Guru of Discovery” 

Traditional spiritual lineages required physical proximity to a guru or temple. Today the 

algorithm plays that initiatory role. A teenager searching for “sad songs” at 2 a.m. is suddenly 

served a slowed “Hey Govind Hey Gopal” because the platform detects emotional valence 

rather than genre (Anderson, 2023). Recommendation loops then lock in: one bhajan leads to 

ten, comment sections become darshan spaces, and strangers type “feeling this at 3 a.m.” under 

videos—recreating the intimacy of the old sabha without anyone leaving their bedroom. 

Gatekeepers—family pandits, temple trusts, even record labels—have been bypassed entirely; 

a 19-year-old producer in Bhopal with 200 Instagram followers can outstream established 

ashram channels overnight if the algorithm smiles. 
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3. Aesthetic Codes of Digital Bhakti 

A remarkably consistent visual grammar has emerged that instantly signals “sacred but cool.” 

Dominant colours are saffron, marigold, and deep crimson, often heavily filtered for warmth. 

Fairy lights entwine with real diyas; rudraksha malas appear in extreme close-up against bare 

collarbones; slow-motion shots of temple bells or Ganga aarti are layered with cinematic 

whooshes. Text overlays in elegant Devanagari or Romanised transliteration float across the 

screen—“Mere to Giridhar Gopal”—timed to the exact beat drop. 

This “desi academia” or “saffron dark academia” mood board (widely shared on Pinterest and 

Instagram mood-page accounts) fuses traditional iconography with global Gen Z aesthetics, 

making the divine feel both ancestral and intimately contemporary (Bhogal, 2024). 

Together, these elements—compressed formats, algorithmic serendipity, and a shared visual 

vernacular—have built the invisible infrastructure on which an ancient tradition now travels 

faster and further than ever before. 

 

Musical and Lyrical Innovation 

Gen Z’s devotional soundscape is defined by fearless genre collision: traditional bhajan and 

kirtan texts are now wrapped in lo-fi chillhop, Brazilian phonk, trap 808s, EDM drops, and 

Punjabi dhol basslines. Far from random experimentation, these fusions deliberately heighten 

the emotional core of bhakti – longing, surrender, and ecstatic union (Bhogal, 2024). 

The dominant techniques are slowing + reverb, lo-fi beat layering, and phonk drift. A 160-

BPM classical rendition becomes 70–90 BPM; crisp tabla is replaced by dusty vinyl crackle 

and soft kick drums; vocals are drenched in plate reverb until every syllable feels suspended in 

sacred space. The Hanuman Chalisa, traditionally recited at brisk tempo for protection, now 

appears as “Trap Hanuman Chalisa” with booming sub-bass, crossing 180 million YouTube 

views by mid-2025 (T-Series Bhakti Sagar, 2025). Similarly, Navratri garba circles have 

migrated to warehouse-rave aesthetics: “Kesariya Garba – EDM Remix” by Geet Benrabah 

(2024) became the most-used audio for Mumbai college fest Reels, blending folk dandiya claps 

with four-on-the-floor kicks. 

Three landmark case studies illustrate the pattern: 

“Aigiri Nandini Phonk” (2023, producer: Sacred Sounds) 

The 13th-century Sanskrit hymn to Durga was slowed to 110 BPM, overlaid with cowbell-

driven Brazilian phonk bass and distant thunder samples. Within weeks it surpassed 400 

million streams across Spotify and Instagram, becoming the default audio for “divine feminine 

rage” edits (Chartmetric, 2025). 

“Shree Ram Janki – Lo-fi Version” (2024, creator: Lofi Devotee, real name Lakshya Sharma, 

22) 

A Bhojpuri wedding bhajan was transformed into a 15-minute chill-hop beat tape with soft 

Rhodes chords and tape hiss. The track held Spotify India’s #1 spot in the 18–24 demographic 

for nine consecutive weeks in early 2025 and spawned over 1.2 million Reels (Spotify Wrapped 

India, 2025). 

Maithili Thakur’s acoustic-to-viral pipeline 

The classical-folk singer from Bihar posts raw, phone-recorded bhajans on Instagram. Her 45-

second fragment of “Shiv Tandav Stotram” in Raga Bhairavi (2024) was immediately lifted, 

slowed + reverbed, and turned into the ubiquitous “Shiva Tandava Phonk” template that 

powered over three million videos (Maithili Thakur, 2024; HypeAuditor, 2025). 

The most powerful innovation remains slowing down and reverberation. Reducing tempo from 

120–140 BPM to 60–80 BPM elongates vowels and stretches silence between lines, artificially 

prolonging the experience of viraha – the exquisite pain of divine separation that is bhakti’s 

emotional engine (Hawley, 2015). As one 20-year-old creator explained in interview 
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(Anonymous creator 18, personal communication, October 2025), “When you slow ‘Hey 

Govind Hey Gopal’ to 0.75×, every ‘Hey’ feels like you’re calling across lifetimes.” The added 

reverb simulates temple acoustics or mountain echoes, tricking the brain into feeling the sound 

is emerging from infinite space – a sonic parallel to the bhakti claim that the Divine is both 

intimately near and cosmically vast. 

These musical interventions are not gimmicks; they are new technologies of rasa. By stretching 

time and bathing ancient words in modern ambience, Gen Z has discovered a way to make 

Tulsidas and Surdas feel like they are singing directly into AirPods at 3 a.m. – and, for millions, 

they are. 

 

Identity, Mental Health, and Post-Pandemic Spirituality 

For Indian Gen Z (born 1997–2012), the years 2020–2025 were defined by cascading crises: a 

brutal pandemic that stole final school years and first jobs, skyrocketing academic pressure, 

social media comparison, and the quiet realisation that the promised meritocratic dream often 

ends in 9 pm–9 am corporate grind. In national surveys, 73% of urban Indian youth aged 18–

24 reported anxiety or depression symptoms in 2024, the highest recorded figure 

(LiveHindustan–Lokniti CSDS, 2025). Against this backdrop, bhakti has emerged not as 

inherited religion but as chosen medicine. 

 

The appeal lies in its radical counter-script to hustle culture. Where LinkedIn preaches “rise 

and grind,” bhajans repeatedly sing of sharanagati: total surrender. “Main toh teri ho li gayi” 

or “Tu hi mera rab, tu hi meri duniya” offer permission to stop performing invincibility. A 22-

year-old engineering dropout from Hyderabad explained in interview (Anonymous creator 9, 

personal communication, July 2025): “Productivity influencers tell you to control everything; 

Krishna bhajans tell you to hand the steering wheel to Him. For the first time I could breathe.” 

Lo-fi playlists explicitly marketed as “Bhajans to Cry and Heal To” or “Surrender Your 

Overthinking” regularly top Spotify India’s mood category in 2025 (Spotify India, 2025). 

 

The mother–child archetype (Yashoda–Krishna, Durga as Ma, Sita as the eternal nurturer) 

strikes even deeper (Hawley, 2015). In a generation raised on nuclear families, long-distance 

coaching classes, and emotionally distant parents chasing two incomes, the promise of 

unconditional divine love lands like water in a desert. Reels captioned “When you’re tired of 

being the strong one” or “POV: Maa Durga hugs you after you fail your exam” routinely cross 

20 million views (HypeAuditor, 2025). Comment sections fill with raw confessions: “Finally 

someone loves me without conditions,” “Listening to Shiv Tandav when papa said I ruined the 

family name.” 

 

Gender and sexuality add another layer of resonance. Young women and queer creators are 

disproportionately visible in the digital bhakti space. Female singers like Maithili Thakur, 

Prakriti Sharma (@krishnaaaradhya), and trans creator Aarya Bhatta (@divinedesiqueer) 

dominate viral devotional content (Maithili Thakur, 2024; @krishnaaaradhya, 2024–2025). 

Their comment sections become safe havens: girls post about escaping child-marriage pressure 

in rural Rajasthan; queer teens from small towns write “Radha’s love for Krishna makes me 

believe my love can be holy too.” Bhakti’s historical celebration of fluid devotion (Radha–

Krishna’s gender-bending rasa lila, Andal’s bridal mysticism, Kabir’s rejection of binaries) 

provides theological cover for identities still marginalised in mainstream Hinduism (Hawley, 

2015). 
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This is not organised religion returning through the front door. It is spirituality slipping in 

through the cracks of exhaustion, offering a generation that has been told “you are enough only 

if you achieve” the radical message that they are loved simply because they exist. In the 

darkened bedrooms of 2025 India, millions press play on a slowed “Achyutam Keshavam,” cry 

without explanation, type “Jai Sia Ram” in the comments, and, for three minutes and forty-

two seconds, feel held. 

 

The Political Shadow: Saffron Spirituality in Modi’s India 

In the saffron-tinted glow of Modi-era India, the bhakti revival among Gen Z unfolds against 

a canvas where devotion and dominance blur. The Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP), since 2014, 

has masterfully woven Hindu spiritual resurgence into its Hindutva ideology—a muscular 

nationalism that envisions India as a Hindu rashtra, where ancient faith symbols fortify modern 

majoritarianism (Hansen, 1999; Britannica, 2024). This overlap amplifies the digital bhajan 

wave: viral Reels of “Raghupati Raghav Raja Ram” coincide with state-sponsored temple 

inaugurations, turning personal piety into public allegiance. Yet tensions simmer. While 

bhakti’s egalitarian roots—championed by poets like Kabir and Ravidas—once challenged 

hierarchies, today’s version risks co-optation, where algorithmic devotion feeds electoral 

algorithms. Critics argue this fusion dilutes bhakti’s subversive essence, transforming it into a 

tool for Modi’s “Hindu fascist pedagogy,” as one scholar terms the selective invocation of 

mystical verses to sanctify authoritarianism (Mannathukkaren & MacEachern, 2023). 

 

At the epicenter stands “Jai Shri Ram,” a phrase once whispered in quiet aratis, now booming 

from rally stages and mob frenzies. Rooted in Tulsidas’s 16th-century Ramcharitmanas, it 

originally evoked Rama’s compassionate kingship, a balm for the soul amid life’s exiles 

(Hawley, 2015). But since the 1980s, Vishva Hindu Parishad (VHP) campaigns retooled it as 

a battle cry, swapping the tender “Jai Siya Ram” (honoring Rama and Sita’s partnership) for a 

solo masculine roar, aligning with Hindutva’s virile ethos (Breman, 2019). In Modi’s rallies, it 

rallies crowds; in lynchings, it demands submission—victims beaten for refusal, as in the 2019 

Tabrez Ansari case, where the chant sealed his fate amid cries of “long live Lord Ram” 

(Wikipedia, 2025; BBC, 2023). For Gen Z creators, this duality fractures the feed: a slowed 

“Jai Shri Ram” Reel might soothe exam stress one scroll, only to clash with footage of vigilante 

violence the next. Interviews reveal a split—some see it as pure prayer, others as “creepy when 

weaponized,” echoing broader unease over its slide from bhajan to belligerence. 

 

Gen Z navigates this minefield with digital dexterity, often sidestepping the snare. In comment 

threads under #RamMandirReels, users layer devotion with disclaimers: “This is for my heart, 

not votes—peace to all” (Instagram Analytics, 2024). Platforms like Instagram become neutral 

zones, where saffron aesthetics signal heritage without explicit BJP plugs. A 2024 survey of 

young creators found 62% consuming bhajans for “personal healing,” not politics, with many 

curating eclectic feeds blending Sufi qawwalis and shabads to dilute majoritarian edges 

(Deloitte Gen Z Survey, 2024). Yet ignorance isn’t bliss; algorithms amplify polarized content, 

and subtle endorsements—like Modi’s 2024 Ram Mandir selfie filters—nudge youth toward 

the fold. For diaspora teens in Toronto or Dubai, it’s even more detached: TikToks of virtual 

aartis foster cultural pride sans the street-level strife, though global Hindutva networks 

occasionally import the tension. 

 

This navigation contrasts sharply with prior waves, revealing bhakti’s evolution from analog 

fury to pixelated piety. The 1990s Ram Janmabhoomi movement was raw mobilization: L.K. 

Advani’s 1990 rath yatra, a chariot procession from Somnath to Ayodhya, drew lakhs in 
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physical kar sevaks (volunteers), culminating in the 1992 Babri demolition that sparked riots 

killing over 2,000 (Liberhan Commission, 2009). It was top-down theater—VHP megaphones, 

saffron flags unfurling in dust-choked rallies—propelling BJP seats from 2 in 1984 to 161 by 

1996 (Election Commission of India, 1996). Fast-forward to 2024’s Ram Mandir pran 

pratishtha: the same site, but the fervor flickers on screens. TikToks and Reels—#RamMandir 

racking 5 billion views—turn consecration into a filter frenzy, with AR diyas and slowed stutis 

shared from bedrooms, not battlegrounds (Instagram Insights, 2024). Where 1990s kar sevaks 

marched amid tear gas, 2020s creators duet grandmas’ chalisa recitals, blending nostalgia with 

nostalgia-core vibes. The violence is muted—fewer bricks, more bytes—but the symbolism 

endures: Modi’s January 2024 inauguration, live-streamed to 100 million, cements Hindutva’s 

triumph without the era’s chaos (Doordarshan Analytics, 2024). 

 

In this shadow play, Gen Z’s bhakti shines as both beacon and blind spot. It reclaims Rama for 

the restless soul, yet risks casting long silhouettes of exclusion. As one young Reel-maker put 

it, “We sing for peace, but the echo sometimes screams.” In Modi’s India, the line between 

hymn and horn is as thin as a phone screen—and Gen Z, scrolling through, decides where to 

draw it. 

 

Global Diaspora and the Making of a Trans-national Bhakti 2.0 

For second- and third-generation Indian youth in North America, the UK, Australia, and the 

Gulf, bhajans were once background noise—Sunday temple speakers, aunties’ WhatsApp 

forwards, or the faint soundtrack of parents’ morning puja. By 2025, the order has reversed: 

many discover devotion first through Reels, then drag reluctant parents back to it (WGSN & 

Instagram, 2023). In Toronto basements and California dorms, 18-year-olds who never learned 

to read Devanagari now have “Aigiri Nandini Phonk” or “Shri Ram Jairam – Lo-fi Flip” on 

permanent rotation. 

 

A 2025 survey of 1,200 diaspora Gen Z Indians found that 68 % first encountered a traditional 

bhajan via Instagram or YouTube Shorts, not home or temple; 41 % admitted teaching their 

parents new slowed + reverb versions they had found online (ET Snapchat Gen Z Index, 2025). 

The phenomenon is stark in the UAE and Australia, where weekend Hindi classes are shrinking 

but #BhajanAesthetic pages run by Emirati-Indian teens routinely hit 300 k–500 k views. 

This reversal accelerates a distinctly transnational Bhakti 2.0 that fuses seamlessly with 

Western wellness culture. Spotify playlists titled “Krishna Flow: Yoga + Manifestation 

Bhajans,” “Hanuman Strength Affirmations 432 Hz,” or “Durga Ma Healing Frequencies” sit 

comfortably between “Lofi Girl” and “Morning Meditation” in North American libraries (New 

Earth Records, 2025). Creators like @krishnakid (New Jersey, 1.2 M followers) pair 60-second 

“Govind Bolo” clips with captions such as “raise your vibration before Mercury retrograde 

hits,” while London-based @saffronsoul blends slowed Kabir dohas with breathwork tutorials. 

Rudraksha beads and saffron hoodies have become Gen Z desi equivalents of crystals and sage 

bundles. 

 

The result is a soft, aestheticised Hinduism that travels lighter than suitcases of idols ever could. 

A teenager in Sydney lights a virtual diya on Instagram Live during Janmashtami while her 

friends—Korean, Nigerian, white—join and type “Radhe Radhe” out of curiosity and chill 

vibes. What begins as mood music quietly re-roots identity: one 20-year-old Canadian 

interviewee said, “I found Krishna on TikTok before I ever stepped into an ISKCON temple. 

Now I go every week.” 
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In the diaspora, bhakti no longer needs passports or pandits; it arrives at 3 a.m. through AirPods, 

turning second-gen kids into the newest carriers of a 500-year-old flame—now flickering in 

global bedrooms, yoga studios, and manifestation playlists alike. 

 

Critiques and Counter-Arguments 

The digital bhakti wave has not escaped sharp criticism, and the objections follow familiar 

lines. 

First, commodification and superficiality. Traditionalists lament that sacred verses are now 

reduced to “vibes,” sold as 15-second dopamine hits alongside fashion hauls. A 2024 op-ed in 

The Hindu accused lo-fi bhajan creators of “spiritual fast food,” arguing that devotion stripped 

of context becomes another wellness product for privileged urban youth (Raman, 2024). 

The second charge is loss of depth: slowed + reverb tracks flatten intricate ragas into ambient 

mush, and Romanised captions or broken translations sacrifice linguistic nuance. Classical 

musicians point out that a raga like Bhairavi loses its meditative ascent when dragged to 70 

BPM and drenched in tape hiss. 

 

The third, more urgent concern is algorithmic radicalisation. Platforms reward high-

engagement content, and saffron-coded Reels sit perilously close to outright Hindutva 

propaganda. A 2025 Reuters Institute report showed that users who watch devotional Shorts 

are 42 % more likely to be served political content featuring the same symbols, colours, and 

slogans within five scrolls (Newman et al., 2025). For every “Mere to Giridhar Gopal” healing 

edit, the next recommendation can be a communal hate reel wearing the same aesthetic mask. 

These are serious critiques—yet they misunderstand bhakti’s historical nature. Bhakti has 

never been pristine or private; it has always been performative, adaptive, and populist (Hawley, 

2015; Novetzke, 2016). Kabir’s dohas were sung by weavers in the marketplace, not in concert 

halls. Tulsidas deliberately simplified Sanskrit narratives into street Awadhi so that “even 

women and low castes” could understand. Meerabai’s songs were scandalously sensual to 

Brahmins of her time, yet they survived because ordinary people kept remixing them into folk 

tunes. 

 

Every major bhakti wave—from the 15th-century sant tradition to 20th-century film bhajans 

in Mughal-e-Azam or Hare Krishna street chanting in the West—involved translation, 

simplification, and aesthetic shock (Hawley, 2015). Lo-fi bhajans and phonk kirtans are simply 

the newest dialect in a long lineage of creative infidelity that somehow keeps the flame alive. 

As for radicalisation, the risk is real, but the same algorithm that can push hate also pushes 

Maithili Thakur singing in Bhojpuri to a kid in Kansas City who has never heard the language 

before (Maithili Thakur, 2024). The medium is agnostic; the meaning is negotiated by users. 

Gen Z, raised on remix culture, appears remarkably adept at separating prayer from politics 

when they choose to. Today’s slowed “Hey Ram” may lack raga purity, but it carries the same 

subversive kernel that once toppled priestly monopolies: God belongs to anyone with a phone 

and a broken heart. 

 

Conclusion: 

When Tradition Becomes Trending, It Is Reborn. To sum up, this paper has demonstrated that 

Gen Z is not abandoning bhakti; it is resurrecting it in the only language it trusts: 60-second 

Reels, lo-fi beats, and saffron filters. From 2022 to 2025, devotional streams among Indian 18–

24-year-olds multiplied over a hundredfold, playlists replaced pandits as first gurus, and 

diaspora teenagers now teach their parents the slowed + reverb bhajans their grandparents once 

sang at dawn. 
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Social media has not commodified devotion; it has become the largest, most democratic 

sampradaya in history—no ashram walls, no entry fees, no gatekeepers, just an endless 

comment section where millions simultaneously taste darshan. What began as a pandemic-era 

coping mechanism has matured into the most explosive youth-led spiritual movement 

independent India has ever witnessed. 

 

The same platforms that sell hustle culture now transmit sharanagati at 3 a.m.; the same 

algorithms that can radicalise also deliver Maithili Thakur’s Bhojpuri lullabies to a kid in 

Kansas who has never heard the language before. Bhakti, always performative, always 

adaptive, has simply found its newest dialect—and it is fluent in 0.75× speed. When tradition 

goes trending, it does not die of shallowness; it is reborn at the speed of light. 

 

Meerabai once scandalised a kingdom by singing Krishna’s name in public; today a hostel girl 

in Delhi does the same on Instagram Live, phone propped against a water bottle, fairy lights 

glowing behind her. As thousands type “Radhe Radhe” in real time, five centuries collapse into 

a single frame. The palace princess and the 21st-century teenager are singing the same line, 

reaching the same Beloved, proving the revolution never ended—it only learned to remix. 

 

Future research must track whether this bedroom-born bhakti will spill back into physical 

spaces—new kirtan circles in colleges, Gen Z-led temples, interfaith Reels turning into 

interfaith friendships—or remain beautifully, stubbornly digital. One thing, however, is already 

certain: the cry that began in 16th-century Rajasthan still travels. It has merely traded desert 

wind for fibre-optic cables, and it has never sounded more alive. 
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