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INFLUENCES OF RELIGIONS TELECAST 
IN A MULTI-RELIGIOUS INDIA: 

AN ANALYSIS OF HINDU AND NON-HINDU 
TELEVISION VIEWERS 

Binod C. Agrawal

Religion and Television in Multi-religious India

The cultural contour of South Asia contains a legacy of the continuity 
of the Indian civilization, evolution of religious ideas and high degree 
of visual literacy. Time and space in the infinite universe has been 
perceived, examined and explained through philosophical perspective 
that provides moral dictums, vision and myth of human existence, 
its past, present and future. Such explanations relate to humans and 
humanlike Gods and Goddesses and their unending and continual 
conflict with self-proclaimed thoughts of right and wrong. Conflicts are 
mainly with those who carry different views of life, meaning of power 
and means of control of universe. 

Over a period of several millennia, these continuing dharma or 
religious conflicts, confrontation and clashes have developed a strong 
and extremely sophisticated means of visual presentation, narratives and 
rational explanation within each cultural context of South Asia. It has 
led to multiple ideas to define, describe and dissect  the differentiation 
between right and wrong, men and women, Gods,  ‘manav’ (humans) 
and ‘rakshas’ (demons). And also multiple means of achieving moksha 
(salvation). 
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Barring some religions, over century-old Indian cinema has improved 
visual literacy and added colourful extravaganza in which Gods and 
Goddesses manifested humanlike behaviour and character. Built on 
the foundation of cinema, digital media further added sophistication 
in representational domain and in expressing characters of multitude 
of Gods and Goddesses and their intimate relationship with humans. 
Digital media has further added means and methods to improve visual 
literacy to all those who share common collective memory and add 
new means to depict, explain and refine breaking literacy and language 
barriers. 

Digital media have enormous reach both in time and space. 
Satellite communication has further helped reduce the size of the earth 
and information access. It is at this juncture that after the economic 
liberalization of India in the last two decades, television has lapped up 
anything and everything which has been defined in the Judeo-Christian 
tradition as “religion”. One of the fallouts of the rapid expansion of 
religious television is commodification of religion and treatment of 
religion as a product for sale in the marketplace. 

It is in this context that the brief presentation attempts to show that 
religious television is not able to scratch even the surface of religious 
beliefs, values and ethics of one of the world’s oldest multi-religious 
cultures now came to be known as India. 

At present, repeated observations in India give the impression 
of highly autonomous, self-centered, self-seeking culture, desiring 
material and social gains like prosperity, self and family happiness, 
elimination of enemies, quick upward social mobility and display of 
wealth. Cynicism, distrust and self-righteousness characterizes a large 
part of Indians. The major focus of discussion without suggesting 
means to overcome include quick character assassination, pointing 
out of other’s folly, high degree of all pervasive corruption. They are 
expressed in everyday personal, professional and social lives. A degree 
of self defeatism, helplessness and high degree of sly further add to 

general dissonance in the North cultural region of India. It is in this 
prevailing context, viewing of television for moksha (salvation) and 
material gain is being welcomed by young and old alike especially 
by women who feel most insecure, threatened and tensed in the 
prevailing social situation. The prevailing social environment has been 
further accentuated by wrangling of the democratic political processes 
prevailing in Hindi speaking Uttarakhand and elsewhere. 

Hence, the aim of the presentation is to examine as to how far 
religious television telecast has helped reduce the prevailing socio-
political tension and reinforce the ethical values and beliefs in dharma 
or religion and at the same time how far religious systems are getting 
commoditized by telecast. 

Religious Television in India 

In 2012, there are over two dozen non-stop dedicated “Satellite 
Religious Television Channels” for Hindu, Jain, Sikh, Muslim and 
Christian viewers.  

Table 1: Socio-Economic Characteristics of the Viewers by Religion and 
Gender

Socio-Economic 
Characteristics

Religion Gender

TotalHindu
Non-

Hindu Male Female
Age
35 years and less 35.7 51.9 38.4 35.7 37.4
36-55 years 53.1 42.3 48.3 58.4 52.0
56+ years 11.2 5.8 13.3 5.9 10.6
Gender
Male 61.4 76.9 100.0 0.0 63.0
Female 38.6 23.1 0.0 100.0 37.0
Education
No formal education 1.8 5.8 0.6 4.9 2.2
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Below high school 12.1 19.2 10.5 16.8 12.8
Below 12th Grade 13.8 13.5 15.2 11.4 13.8
Undergraduate 8.7 15.4 10.8 7.0 9.4
Graduate+ 57.6 38.5 55.2 56.2 55.6
Tech-Professional 
degree 6.0 7.7 7.6 3.8 6.2
Marital Status
Unmarried 15.8 19.2 20.6 8.6 16.2
Married 81.9 76.9 78.7 85.9 81.4
Widow-Widower-
Divorced 2.2 3.8 0.6 5.4 2.4
Family Size
1-3 Members 13.4 15.4 9.2 21.1 13.6
4-6 Members 72.5 65.4 75.9 64.9 71.8

7+ Members 14.1 19.2 14.9 14.1 14.6
Family Monthly 
Income
Rs. 10000 and less 16.7 26.9 16.2 20.5 17.8

Rs. 10001-20000 37.7 30.8 35.6 39.5 37.0

Rs. 20001-30000 19.9 25.0 23.2 15.7 20.4

Rs. 30001+ 25.7 17.3 25.1 24.3 24.8

Average Monthly 
Income 27883 26740 28027 27316 27764

Household Amenities
air conditioner 18.5 17.3 21.0 14.1 18.4
cooler 65.2 59.6 65.7 62.7 64.6
car 44.0 46.2 47.0 39.5 44.2
motorcycle 83.5 78.8 84.4 80.5 83.0
family owned car and 
motorcycle 38.6 38.5 41.3 34.1 38.6
freezer 96.9 92.3 96.5 96.2 96.4
mobile 98.7 100.0 99.4 97.8 98.8
television 99.6 98.1 99.0 100.0 99.4
Total Sample 448 52 315 185 500

Television has replaced many modes of religious communication 
like recitals of oral and written words, ritual performance, observations 
of fasting, feasting and collective congregation for worship. Oral story 
recitals, dance performances and Ramlila (theatrical performances of 
epic Ramayan) recital of Koran, roza (fasting), taravih (special prayer 
during Ramzan) and visit to Macca are major means of philosophical and 
moral value transmission and continuity from generation to generation. 

Several religious telecasts are viewed on a fairly regular basis as 
reported in a number of television studies (Agrawal et al. 2012, Agrawal 
2011, 2010 and Anonymous 2009). In this respect, all pervasive 
religious television has added more than 100 million strong household 
viewers in India who have access to terrestrial, cable and direct-to-
home television. 

Aim

The paper aimed among other things, to analyze possible influences 
of religious telecast between Hindu and non-Hindu viewers living in 
an urban multi-religion cultural setting of Uttarakhand, India. More 
specifically the survey aimed (a) to study changes in the religious 
behavior among Hindu and non-Hindu viewers, (b) to assess degree of 
religious tolerance expressed by Hindu and non-Hindu viewers towards 
other religions, and (c) to what extent these influences have been 
internalized by Hindu and non-Hindu viewers as a result of religious 
television viewing.  Non-Hindu included Muslim (5.2 percent), Sikh 
(4.0 percent) and Christian and others (1.2 percent).  They have been 
clubbed together for analysis. 

Study 

Keeping in mind the objectives, a survey design was followed to 
conduct the study in June 2012. A stratified random sampling method 
was followed for the selection of 500 Hindi speaking DTH/Cable in the 
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multi-religious viewers in Dehradun City, Uttarakhand, India. Out of 
500 viewers, 89.6 percent or 448 were Hindu whereas the remaining 
10.4 percent or 52 were non-Hindu. 

Socio-Economic Chracteristics of the Viewers

On the whole, literacy rate among the viewers was much higher 
as compared to national average in which both Hindu male and non-
Hindu male viewers seemed to be more educated than Hindu and non-
Hindu female viewers, (Table 1). They owned items of comfort like 
automobiles, mobile phones and durables like refrigerators. As much 
as 72.5 percent Hindu viewers lived in a four to six member household 
whereas only 65.4 percent non-Hindu viewers were in this category. 
Almost one-fifth or 19.2 percent non-Hindu viewers lived in households 
having more than seven members whereas only 14.1 percent Hindu 
were in this category (Table 1). Out of ten, eight or 81.9 percent Hindu 
viewers were married having household monthly income ranging from 
less than Indian Rupee 10000 to above 30000 per month. On the other 
hand 75.9 percent non-Hindu viewers were in this category. 

The profile of both Hindu and non-Hindu viewers is that of educated 
adults of both genders who lived in material comfort (Table 1). It is 
assumed that their knowledge of religion was very high and they were 
capable of discerning the content of the religious telecast against their 
strongly held religious beliefs. 

Faith in God 

The viewers were asked about their faith in God, daily ritual 
performance and appropriateness of Indian joint family. Only minor 
differences between Hindu and non-Hindu viewers were observed 
about faith in God (Hindu 97.3 percent and non-Hindu 92.3 percent) 
Table 2. Table 3 indicated that 83.3 percent Hindu viewers performed 
some ritual or prayer once a day or more than once day. The same 
holds true for 80.8 percent non-Hindu viewers. Relatively higher (91.4 

percent) women performed prayer at least once a day or more than once 
a day. Women regardless of their religious background seemed to be 
more religious than men (Table 3). 

Table 2: Faith in God by Religion and Gender

Faith in God

Religion Gender

TotalHindu Non-Hindu Male Female
Yes 97.3 92.3 98.1 94.6 96.8
No 2.7 7.7 1.9 5.4 3.2
Total 448 52 315 185 500

Table 3:  Prayer and Ritual Performance by Religion and Gender

Performance

Religion Gender

TotalHindu
Non-

Hindu Male Female
Once-more than once 
in a day 83.3 80.8 78.1 91.4 83.0
Occasional- special 
occasion 16.7 19.2 21.9 8.6 17.0
Total 448 52 315 185 500

Table 4 indicated that 80.4 percent Hindu viewers had followed religious 
customs ‘very much to much’ and another 19.6 percent had followed ‘some 
what’ thereby reflecting almost universal following of religion (Table 4). In 
case of non-Hindu viewers as much as 96.2 percent had followed religious 
customs ‘very much to much’ reflecting relatively higher proportion of non-
Hindu being religious. 

Table 4:  Follow Religious Customs by Religion and Gender

Follow Religious 
Customs

Religion Gender

TotalHindu
Non-

Hindu Male Female

Very Much 35.3 40.4 33.7 39.5 35.8

Much 45.1 55.8 47.3 44.3 46.2
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Somewhat - Not at all - 
Cannot say 19.6 3.8 19.0 16.2 18.0
Total 448 52 315 185 500

Appropriateness of Joint Family 

On the question of appropriateness of joint family in the contemporary 
social setting, Hindu viewers (59.4 percent) compared to non-Hindu 
viewers (63.5 percent) have accepted its appropriateness (Table 5). 
Only 36.5 percent non-Hindu viewers compared to 40.6 percent 
Hindu viewers had rejected or did not subscribe to appropriateness 
of joint family which emerged in the agrarian society of India before 
industrialization. 

Table 5: Opinion on Joint Family by Religion and Gender

Joint Family Appropriate

Religion Gender

TotalHindu
Non-

Hindu Male Female
Very Much 21.5 15.4 18.7 24.3 20.8
Much 37.9 48.1 40.6 36.2 39.0
Somewhat - Not at all - 
Cannot say 40.6 36.5 40.6 39.5 40.2
Total 448 52 315 185 500

Religious Tolerance

A set of three questions were asked to Hindu and non-Hindu viewers 
relating to religious tolerance operationally defined as acceptance of 
other religious practices with positive feelings and appreciation. Since 
the viewers were by and large exposed to multi religious observance, 
fairs and festivals, it was thought that television exposure of diverse 
religious beliefs and practices would help enhance religious tolerance 
among Hindu and non-Hindu viewers.  

Table 6 indicated that 86.6 percent Hindu viewers did not watch any 
telecast of other religions. Similarly 82.2 percent had not ever visited 
any mosque, church or Gurudwara (Sikh temple) and 83.7 percent had 
not celebrated or participated in rituals of other religions (Table 6). 
Similarly, 88.5 percent non-Hindu viewers did not watch any telecast 
of other religions; 82.7 percent had not ever visited any temple and 76.9 
percent had not celebrated or participated in rituals of Hindu religion 
(Table 6). Very little difference was observed between men and women 
viewers on these questions. On the whole, there seems to be limited 
exposure of other religions, in spite of the multi-religious fabric of the 
Indian culture and society. It could also be because the Hindu and non-
Hindu viewers preferred to confine within their religious domain in 
spite of unhindered exposure and continuous interaction with multiple 
religions. 

The contribution of television seems to be negligible due to avoidance 
of viewing of other religious channels, though such a selective multiple 
religious viewing may help create religious tolerance and in breaking 
age-old religious animosity, indifference and intolerance between 
Hindu and non-Hindu viewers. The study tends to support the view 
that those who watched religious television showed little sympathy and 
tolerance for other religions.

Table 6:  Religious Tolerance by Religion and Gender

Religion Gender

TotalHindu
Non-

Hindu Male Female
Watch telecast of other 
religions
Very Much 2.9 3.8 2.5 3.8 3.0
Much 10.5 7.7 10.2 10.3 10.2
Somewhat - Not at all - 
Cannot say 86.6 88.5 87.3 85.9 86.8
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Visit religious places of 
other religions
Very Much 3.3 1.9 2.5 4.3 3.2
Much 14.1 15.4 13.7 15.1 14.2
Somewhat - Not at all - 
Cannot say 82.6 82.7 83.8 80.5 82.6
Celebrate festivals and 
participate in the rituals 
of other religions

Very Much 6.3 5.8 5.7 7.0 6.2

Much 10.0 17.3 11.4 9.7 10.8
Somewhat - Not at all - 
Cannot say 83.7 76.9 82.9 83.2 83.0
Total 448 52 315 185 500

Anger, Fear, Sympathy and Worry among Hindu and Non-Hindu 
Viewers

The concept of transmigration of soul or rebirth in the Hindu 
religion seems to have helped in inculcating and internalizing the 
notion of temporariness of man and fear from death. According to 
Hindu belief, the life cycle of birth and death continues until one 
attains nirvana (liberation of soul from mortal constituents) in which 
human birth provides the best opportunity of attaining nirvana. The 
same can not be said about Islam and Christianity where after death 
one has to wait until the Day of Judgment. It is this reason that only 
5.4 percent Hindu and 1.9 non-Hindu viewers had shown any fear from 
death (Table 7). While degree of ‘humiliation’ (28.6 percent Hindu and 
25.0 percent non-Hindu viewers) is more or less similar among both 
the ‘separation from loved ones’ (37.1 percent Hindu and 48.1 percent 
non-Hindu viewers) is higher among non-Hindu viewers. These factors 
seemed to create most fear among the Hindu and non-Hindu viewers 
(Table 7). “A factor in social and psychical equilibrium is found in the 
notion of dharma with its rigorous justice and the ‘truth’ which implies 

(the Indians insist on the attitude of truthfulness as others insist on an 
‘attitude of consciousness’)” (Renou 1962:55). This could be one of the 
important reasons why Hindu and non-Hindu viewers showed anger 
when one lied (lie angers 38.4 percent Hindu viewers as compared to 
28.8   percent non-Hindu viewers) (Table 7). 

Given the nature of the Indian family and importance to familial 
relationships, it is not surprising that as much as 33.7 percent Hindu 
viewers and 46.2 percent non-Hindu reported get worried because of 
their family followed by loss of respect or locally referred to as Izzat 
(Hindu viewers 27.7 percent and non-Hindu viewers 13.5 percent) 
(Table 7). There is an appreciable difference between Hindu and non-
Hindu viewers on these two issues.

Physically handicapped persons drew sympathy (Hindu viewers 40.0 
percent and non-Hindu viewers 46.2 percent). Sick and helpless drew 
equal sympathy (21.9 percent Hindu viewers and 21.2 percent non-
Hindu viewers) from both whereas poverty did not attract significant 
sympathy. (Table 7).  Analysis indicated culture specificity coupled 
with religious beliefs that evoked fear, anger, worry and sympathy 
within the context of the Indian culture mediated by religious values.

Table 7: Reasons for Anger, Fear, Sympathy and  Worry by Religion and  
               Gender 

Religion Gender

TotalHindu
Non-

Hindu Male Female
Fears most
Death 5.4 1.9 4.8 5.4 5.0
Separation from loved ones 37.1 48.1 35.9 42.2 38.2
Failure 16.7 21.2 20.0 12.4 17.2
Uncertainty 12.3 3.8 13.3 8.1 11.4
Humiliation 28.6 25.0 26.0 31.9 28.2
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Angers most
Lie 38.4 28.8 35.6 40.5 37.4
Too much work 4.7 3.8 4.8 4.3 4.6
Failure 13.2 13.5 15.6 9.2 13.2
Bad behavior 21.0 40.4 26.3 17.3 23.0
Bitter words 22.8 13.5 17.8 28.6 21.8
Worries most

Family 33.7 46.2 30.2 43.2 35.0

Job 12.1 7.7 13.0 9.2 11.6

Money 10.3 17.3 12.7 8.1 11.0

Health 16.3 15.4 16.2 16.2 16.2

Respect 27.7 13.5 27.9 23.2 26.2
Feels pity and 
sympathetic to

Sick 8.0 7.7 7.6 8.6 8.0

Poor 17.6 13.5 18.1 15.7 17.2

Handicapped 40.0 46.2 41.3 39.5 40.6

Helpless 21.9 21.2 21.0 23.2 21.8

Unhappy 12.5 11.5 12.1 13.0 12.4
Total 448 52 315 185 500

Influences of Religious Television

A question was raised as to what extent religious television viewing 
in multi-religious culture has strengthened adherents of Hindu and 
non-Hindu religions? The viewers were administered a battery of 
eight questions to gauge their views on the influences of religious 
television viewing. These questions were asked to assess as to how 
religious television might have influenced the viewers’ attitude towards 
their belief, current life, love for humanity, capacity to take important 
decisions, ability to think rationally, able to learn about important 

things, understand environment and be able to assess perceptions of 
others. 

Table 8 indicated that regardless of religious background not more 
than 9 to 15 percent viewers felt very strong influences of religious 
television in their deeds and action. At the same time, 35 to 60 percent 
viewers expressed that religious telecast had helped strengthen little 
their belief in religion (Table 8). About one third or 35.4 percent 
viewers learnt about important things from religious television 
viewing. Further, 53.6 percent felt that love for human kind has 
increased little after religious television viewing. In case of ‘capacity to 
take important decision’ was not at all influenced as indicated by 51.3 
percent viewers. So was the case about ‘ability to think rationally and 
prudently’ (52.7 percent) and ‘not able to learn important things’ (53.3 
percent). However, understanding of environment or what is referred 
to as ’nature’ in Hinduism improved a little bit after watching religious 
television (46.2 percent). Almost the same number of viewers believed 
that their understanding of environment had not changed much (42.9 
per cent). Religious television was believed to have helped little in 
assessing other’s perception and approach (48.7 per cent) (Table 8). 
The variation between Hindu and non-Hindu viewers was marginal. 

On the whole, it seems religious television viewing had moderate 
or no influence whatsoever at attitudinal level among Hindu and non-
Hindu viewers. In the light of the analysis, it is argued that strongly 
held religious beliefs and cultural dictates would not get influenced by 
religious television viewing as it lacked religious and spiritual sanctity. 
At the same time, the changing attitude at the societal level may continue 
to bring about socio-cultural change with or without television viewing 
as ascertained by Mandelbaum (1970) earlier. 

Lack of influence of religious television among Hindu and non-
Hindu viewers provides a perspective in understanding of cultural 
nature of television. It is argued that television may not be able to 
influence strongly held beliefs. Also, in the multi-religious India, in 
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spite of living together in physical proximity, it did not help increase 
interaction, religious tolerance and social interaction which could be 
explained by a whole host of structural, historical and political factors. 
Hence, there is a need for deeper analysis to understand the influences 
of religious television in the multi-religious context of India.

Table 8: Influence of dharma Telecast by Religion and Gender

Religion Gender Total

Hindu
Non-

HIndu Male Female Total
Belief towards dharma
Become very strong 15.0 13.5 12.4 18.9 14.8

Become little stronger 59.6 61.5 60.6 58.4 59.8
Become somewhat - 
Not at all - Cannot say 25.4 25.0 27.0 22.7 25.4
Attitude towards life

Increased very much 11.4 11.5 9.2 15.1 11.4

Increased  a little bit 52.2 53.8 52.7 51.9 52.4
Increased  somewhat - 
Not at all - Cannot say 36.4 34.6 38.1 33.0 36.2
Love for humankind

Increased very much 12.5 7.7 9.8 15.7 12.0

Increased a little 53.1 57.7 52.7 55.1 53.6
Increased somewhat -
 Not at all - Cannot say 34.4 34.6 37.5 29.2 34.4
Capacity to take 
important decisions

Increased very much 11.6 3.8 7.9 15.7 10.8

Increased a little 37.1 46.2 35.2 42.7 38.0
Increased somewhat - 
Not at all - Cannot say 51.3 50.0 56.8 41.6 51.2
Ability to think 
rationally and prudently

Increased very much 10.0 5.8 8.3 11.9 9.6

Increased little 37.3 34.6 33.7 42.7 37.0
Increased somewhat - 
Not at all - Cannot say 52.7 59.6 58.1 45.4 53.4
Learnt about important 
things
Very Much 10.9 7.7 8.6 14.1 10.6
Much 35.7 32.7 33.3 38.9 35.4
Somewhat - Not at all - 
Cannot say

53.3 59.6 58.1 47.0 54.0

Understand 
Environment
Very Much 11.2 5.8 8.3 14.6 10.6
Much 46.0 48.1 46.3 45.9 46.2

Somewhat - Not at all - 
Cannot say 42.9 46.2 45.4 39.5 43.2

Easier to assess other’s  
perception and approach
Very Much 10.0 5.8 8.6 11.4 9.6
Much 48.7 46.2 48.9 47.6 48.4
Somewhat - Not at all - 
Cannot say 41.3 48.1 42.5 41.1 42.0
Total 448 52 315 185 500

Nota Bene: The part of the analysis is based on an earlier analysis 
presented in a paper entitled ‘Hindu Dharma Satellite Telecast in a 
Multi-religious South Asia: An Analysis’. The paper was presented in 
the International Conference on “Media Religion Culture 2012” held 
at Eskisehir, Turkey, July 8 – 12, 2012 written by Binod C Agrawal 
and Md. Irfan Khan, in association with Ajit Pandey; Amardeep Singh; 
Farida Ahmed, and Niharika Chandola Kala (2012). 
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