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The present paper attempts to examine how cultural thoughts on the question of national identity have 
been radically transformed by the swift developments in the area of satellite and cable television since 
late-twentieth century India. To evaluate the growing influence of foreign and domestic satellite and 
cable channels since 1991, the present article considers an analysis of available sociological literature 
on television programming, historical texts, policy statements, conceptual writings and journalistic 
accounts, focusing on the Indian television scenario. This methodology is considered appropriate 
because the basic argument is that India’s mixed national identity is manifested in the discourses found 
in this variety of empirical sources. The paper endeavors to deconstruct representations of national 
symbols on the state-sponsored Doordarshan (Indian national television system) network as 
juxtaposed with other international channels such as Rupert Murdoch’s STAR TV network. An attempt 
is made to analyse the television programmes to trace the changing status of the television set as a 
cultural commodity in postmodern India and to examine programming schedules of Indian language 
networks to outline the role of vernacular media in the discourse of electronic capitalism. The empirical 
evidence in some quantity is supported by theoretical analysis that combines diverse approaches such 
as cultural studies, post structuralism and postcolonial criticism apart from the broad perspective 
based on sociology of knowledge. In its core spirit, Indian television today is facing a serious paradox 
of constructing national identity: the hybrid articulation of dissemination of global ideas and ideologies 
are contrasted with the feverish pitch of Hindutva ideology based on ancient Indian (mainly Hindu) 
principles and views. This is well evinced in the many contradictory dual narratives in almost all 
significant fields of Indian national cultural life: in the passionate erection and annihilation of historical 
narratives in the name of an imagined community of nationalism, in the artificial insemination and 
dissemination of the seeds of mythic origins in the name of a unified national identity, in the prodigal 
production and reproduction of hegemonic institutions and hierarchies in the name of national 
sovereignty.  
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INTRODUCTION 
 
Theoretical framework 
 
The word ‘identity’ has a fascinating history. In the past, it 
was seen as something that was given to us. However, 
scholars in recent years have suggested that we need to 
look particularly at identity formation as an evolving 
process rather than as something given. Modern 
interpretation of identity brings into question the 
traditional views about what really is ‘identity formation’. 
In this respect it is argued at times that identity is a 
social/cultural construct, which is formed along a 

continuum of “different degrees of choice and ascription 
Michael (2004). 

Participation in identity formation has two contradictory 
principles. On the one hand, according to different 
theoretical domains, which are proven by 
constructionists, identity is a discursive formation, and the 
discourse is produced by those who have power. On the 
other hand, we have the freedom to choose the identity 
that corresponds to us. It is assumed that the  importance  
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of identity formation is associated with increasing 
unsecured and unstable, dynamic, 'flexible' or 'mobile' 
living conditions. According to Bauman (2000), identity is 
“name given to escape for which the trace lies in the 
uncertainty.” Following from this, identity formation is 
constructed by means of some processes. Thus, the 
challenge is to understand how identity formation takes 
place in the contemporary world. In order to investigate 
the possibility of a possible Indian collective identity, I will 
briefly characterise three aspects of the identity 
formation. 

In the social psychological literature, three aspects of 
identity formation have been noted: personal (individual), 
collective and social. Human beings are the only ones 
that anguish over the question of ‘who am I’. In this 
manner, we see that understanding personal identity 
formation means understanding personal traits (personal 
choices, behaviours) and environmental circumstances 
(socioeconomic status, geographical limitations, family 
dynamics, and the like) and their impact on the 
individual’s self-definition. Personal identity formations 
are the “meanings attributed to oneself by the actor; they 
are self-designations and self-attributions regarded as 
personally distinctive.” On the other hand, collective 
identity formation refers to a set of individuals' sense of 
belonging to the collective. It is a cumulative product of 
individual’s consciousness that belongs to a particular 
social group and emotional value and significance that 
derives from that membership. Moreover, collective 
identity formation is the concept that through participating 
in social activities, individuals can gain a sense of 
belonging that transcends the individual. However, it is 
possible that belonging to a particular collective will be so 
strong that it will trump other aspects of the individual’s 
personal identity. Social identity is “attributed or imputed 
to others in an attempt to situate such distinctiveness in 
social space. This form of identity is grounded typically in 
established social roles, such as teacher and mother.” 
The purpose of this article is to explore the question of 
Indian collective identity as it is being conceived today. 
This paper does not intend to dwell deep into the 
theoretical construction of the social-psychological notion 
of ‘identity formation’ at the individual or the societal level; 
far from it. While, not engaging in high theoretical 
debates, It was deem necessary to know how important 
the presence of “other-ness” is to the formation of “we-
ness” with special reference to modern Indian common 
man. 

According to Berger and Luckman (1991), we really 
cannot create the world without the existence of the other 
and without interaction with him/her. The ‘other’ is an 
important element in the sustenance of collective identity. 
With regard to this concept, the definition of the ‘other’ is 
the prerequisite for defining ‘we-ness. It was agreed upon 
with this position and proceed further. 

Precede further, however, needs a working definition 
not necessarily in exacting and measurable  terms  but  in  

 
 
 
 
highlighting the required characters. To borrow from the 
literature, “collective identities can be defined as 
constituted by a shared and interactive sense of ‘we-
ness’ (anchored in real or ‘imagined’ or ‘simulated’ 
attributes and experiences) associated with a collective 
agency. Collective identities are fluid and adaptive in 
order to achieve political recognition, legitimacy or other 
specific aims. In terms of content, collective identities can 
be constructed around specific traits, which are seen to 
distinguish one group from another: language, ideology, 
class, ethnicity or religion”. It is usually envisaged that 
language and ethnicity are regarded to national identity 
formation (Anna, 2003). 

While dealing with the perceived identity of India as a 
modern nation-state, two indicators are held as crucial: 
language and ethnicity. Understanding them objectively is 
easier said than done. This is so because, in the writings 
dealing with identity formation, language is held to be one 
of the most important markers, especially when this is 
referred at a national or societal level. Nation state is 
characterized by having a common language through 
which people can communicate with each other. Again, it 
is crucial to recognize that as a consequence of the 
historical development of nations, concepts about 
language are not free from ideological connotations. 
Almost in the same line, definition of ethnicity often tends 
to be based on a combination of categories including 
race, skin color, religion and regional origins which all 
possess elements of subjectivity in their basic meanings. 
In other words, there is no consensus on what constitutes 
an ethnic group and thus ethnicity also is not free from 
ideological connotations. Membership of any ethnic group 
is subjective. However, it has been argued by 
sociologists that the ethnic group is a ‘stage in the 
development of all nations’ and this paper takes into 
consideration this approach as well. 

Historically speaking, national identities in the Indian 
Subcontinent are perceived diversely depending on the 
historical period of reference. For example, the traditional 
view of Indian national identity is usually traced to the 
ancient period (from 5

th
 century BC till 6

th
 Century AD) 

with characterizations from the classics. As different from 
this, the modern secular Indian identity is marked out to 
the period of late 18th and early 19th centuries when 
political actors – the colonial rulers as well as the 
nationalist leaders created ‘imagined communities’ 
among people who hardly knew much of the national 
territory. At times it has been proposed that for a nation 
like India to exist, it must be one in which its people “can 
speak and produce the same culture”.  In the process, 
the cultural map of India has been redrawn numerous 
times in the last two hundred years or so. 

In recent years, the proliferation of transnational 
agencies, new political organizations and media actors 
challenged the traditional model of India as a ‘nation 
state’. The globalization process has transformed the 
classical model of India as a nation and cultural complex.  



 
 
 
 
National identity in this case, like everything else 
historical, constructed and reconstructed. In the present 
era of supra-state organizations and multicultural 
societies, Indian our identity has become (or identities 
have become) transient, multiple and depend on the 
circumstances and the angle of the viewer. 

Conceiving this broad conceptual understanding of the 
topic to be covered, I use the term identity in a specific 
and focused sense. To me, in this paper, (borrowing from 
Butcher, 2003: 16) the term identity – as applied to the 
perceived notion of ‘nation’ as well as ‘individual’ – 
basically means: the collection of inputs and influences, 
including ethnic, linguistic, religious, political, social, 
economic, family, state, and increasingly global, that form 
a coherent sense of place, both geographical and 
temporal. The foundation of identity, when defined in this 
way, is the sharing of meanings. In this sense, Indian 
identity is a social frame of reference by Smith (1986) 
which is influenced by the sharing of information through 
various forms of dissemination. 

The changing perceptions of ‘Indian-ness’ or the 
understanding of what it means to be considered ‘an 
Indian’ through TV representations is the prime question 
that is being asked here. The paper attempts to 
understand the role of Indian television networks in the 
process of defining, creating and maintaining that identity. 
It is vital to accept here that the motivation for 
promulgating a strategy of identity is primarily to establish 
order, or at least to remove the discomfort that arises 
from disorder (such as the pain of liberalization in the 
country since the 90s). It seems justifiable to adopt the 
position that global processes have flown into local 
conditions and, therefore, into the formation or 
maintenance of identity and the construction, 
dissemination, consumption or rejection of specific 
products and ideas creating a latent tension between the 
static cultural ideologies and the dynamic globalizing 
processes.   
 
 
A BRIEF ACCOUNT OF TELEVISION IN INDIA - THE 
HISTORICAL DEVELOPMENT AND PRESENT 
STATUS: 
 
Television in India has been in existence for the last fifty 
years although its beginning and initial stages of 
development were placid and docile in terms of 
expansion, scope and content.  This medium, for the first 
two decades or so, spread haltingly under the strict 
control and supervision of the State. The transmission 
was in black and white and the productions were on 
topics concerning government-supported development 
programmes. Television for entertainment was conceived 
in its initial period as a luxury in a poverty-stricken nation 
with centuries of colonial rule. 

Government of India has taken a decision in 1955 
disallowing any foreign investments in print media,  which  
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was followed religiously for nearly 45 years until recent 
times. The national television setup had a slow start and 
a mere 676,615 TV licenses were issued to buyers until 
1977. It has come of age only after the terrestrial 
telecasting (that is, after the Satellite Instructional 
Television Experiment - SITE of 1976) and this electronic 
medium has picked up its present heights only after 
1994. There were initially two ignition points: the first was 
in the eighties when colour TV was introduced by state-
owned broadcaster Doordarshan (DD) timed with the 
1982 Asian Games which India hosted. It then proceeded 
to install nationwide transmitters rapidly for terrestrial 
broadcasting in early nineties. No private enterprise was 
allowed in this period to set up TV stations or to transmit 
TV signals. The second spark came in the mid-nineties 
with the broadcast of satellite TV by foreign programmers 
like CNN followed by Star TV and a little later by 
domestic channels such as Zee TV and Sun TV into 
Indian homes. The shift from ‘development-support 
television’ (airing programmes on public health, adult 
education, social problems, women and child 
development and family planning) to ‘commercial 
television’ was perceptible in terms of format, content and 
financial focus as the solitary few soaps like Hum Log 
(1984), and mythological productions: Ramayan (1987-
1988) and Mahabharat (1988-1989) were televised, 
millions of viewers stayed glued to their sets   When, 
urban Indians learnt that it was possible to watch the Gulf 
War on television, they rushed out and bought dishes for 
their homes. Others turned entrepreneurs and started 
offering the signal to their neighbours by pitching cables 
over treetops and verandahs. From the large metros 
satellite TV delivered via cable moved into smaller towns, 
spurring the purchase of TV sets and even the up-
gradation from black and white to colour TVs. State-
owned Doordarshan responded to this satellite TV 
invasion by launching an entertainment and commercially 
driven channel and introduced entertainment 
programming on its network. This further fuelled the 
purchase of sets in the hinterlands where cable TV was 
not available. 

More and more people set up networks until there was 
a time in 1995-1996 when an estimated 60,000 cable 
operators existed in the country. Some of them had 
subscriber bases as low as 50 to as high as in the 
thousands. A large number of the networks could relay 
mere 6 to 14 channels as higher channel relaying 
capacity required heavy investments, which cable 
operators were not ready to make. American and 
European cable networks evinced interest, along with 
some Indian business groups, to set up sophisticated 
head ends capable of delivering more than 30 channels. 
These multi-system operators (Moss) started buying up 
local networks or franchising cable TV feeds to the 
smaller operators for a fee. This phenomenon led to 
resistance from smaller cable operators who joined 
forces and started functioning as MSOs.  
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The net outcome was that the number of cable operators 
in the country has fallen to less than 30,000 by 1996. 

The initial success of the channels had a snowball 
effect: more foreign programmers and Indian 
entrepreneurs flagged off their own versions. From two 
channels prior to 1991, Indian viewers were exposed to 
more than 50 channels by 1997. Software producers 
emerged to cater to the programming boom almost 
overnight. Some talent came from the film industry, some 
from advertising and some from journalism. International 
and national television networks in India today include 
BBC, CNN network, STAR TV (including STAR Movies, 
STAR Gold, S Max, S Pix, HBO, ZEE TV, ZOOM, TIMES 
channel and NDTV. There are over a hundred regional 
television and cable networks in Hindi and other Indian 
languages airing programmes on all walks of life in the 
country. 

The crowd of players who rushed to set up satellite 
channels discovered that advertising revenue was not 
large enough to support them. This led to a shakeout. 
Some have simply folded up or aborted the high-flying 
plans they had drawn up, and started operating in a 
restricted manner. Some others converted their channels 
into basic subscription services charging cable operators 
a carriage fee. Foreign cable TV MSOs discovered that 
the cable TV market was too disorganized for them to 
operate in and some of them decided to postpone their 
plans and got out of the market as government started 
taxing cable operators in a bid to generate revenue. The 
rates varied in different Indian states and ranged from 35 
per cent upwards. The authorities moved in to regulate 
the business and a Cable TV Act was passed in 1995. 

However, in a major ruling, the Supreme Court of India 
passed a judgment that the airwaves are not the property 
of the Indian government and any Indian citizen wanting 
to use them should be allowed to do so. The government 
reacted by making efforts to get some regulation in place 
by setting up committees to suggest what the 
broadcasting law of India should be. The Broadcasting 
bill was drawn up in 1997 and introduced in the 
Parliament but failed to muster popular strength. State-
owned telecaster Doordarshan and radio caster All India 
Radio were brought under a holding company called the 
Prasar Bharati under an act, the Prasar Bharati Act, 1990 
modified then. The Act served to give autonomy to the 
broadcasters as their management was left to a 
supervisory board consisting of retired professionals and 
bureaucrats. A committee headed by a senior political 
leader and consisting of other politicians and industrialist 
was set up to review the contents of the Broadcasting 
Bill. However, due to political mayhems, the report and 
the Bill have not taken the formal shape to act. But before 
that, it issued a ban on the sale of Ku-band dishes and on 
digital direct-to-home Ku-band broadcasting, which the 
Rupert Murdoch-owned News Television was threatening 
to start in India. ISkyB, the Murdoch DTH venture, has 
since been wallowing in  quicksand  and  in  recent  times  

 
 
 
 
has even shed a lot of employees. But News Corp has 
been running a C-band DTH venture in the country, 
which has around 20,000 subscribers. In 1999, a BJP-led 
government threatened once again to allow DTH Ku-
band broadcasting and it talked about dismantling the 
Prasar Bharati and once again reverting Doordarshan's 
and All India Radio's control back in the government's 
hands. With various political changes at the Centre, full-
fledged DTH operations started in India by 2005 in a 
slightly modified form and Prasar Bharati lost its control 
over the commercial television networks by late 2008. 
Today, the Indian television network is dominated by 
media groups - both national and international - which 
work as commercial and profit-making companies. 
Doordarshan, the State-owned television network also 
has shed its political colour and has gone into the 
commercial path, although lip sympathy is still paid to the 
‘development-orientation’ of television often in political 
speeches.  
 
 
METHODOLOGY OF THE PRESENT STUDY 
 
This paper is based on ‘frame analysis’ of 1998 television 
programmes/shows telecast during four months period 
from September to December 2008. The assortment of 
the sample was done by selecting the channels and 
programmes based on advertisements as they appeared 
in four national daily newspapers, namely The Hindu, The 
Times of India, Deccan Herald and The New Indian 
Express (all Bangalore editions). Government of India’s 
year book 2007 was also utilised as the basis for deciding 
the channels. 

The frame analysis technique adopted in the present 
study draws heavily from content analysis used 
extensively in journalism research which includes all 
types of information that appear in written texts. Stories, 
photographs, graphics, display and classified advertising 
and newspaper promotion and the like fall within the 
scope of this methodological tool. Although it is highly 
desirable to interview cross-sections of the audience on 
their impressions on these programmes to cross-validate 
the findings and observations of the researcher, it could 
not be done here due to cost and time constraints. The 
findings, therefore, are the outcome of the analysis done 
by the researcher, using his methodological and 
analytical skills along with his extensive experience with 
communication research and working experience in the 
Indian television network - Doordarshan. 

The researcher (I) gathered information about the 
entire range of programmes for four months (from 1

st
 

September 2008 till 31
st
 December 2008) as they were 

telecasted between 7:30 pm to 9:30 pm. The 
programmes were valued in terms of four major issues, 
namely (1) Indian national identity as reflected and 
projected in prime-time television shows, (2) Basic 
categories of projecting Indian-ness  in  television  shows,  



 
 
 
 
(3) Rites, rituals and festivities representing national 
identity, and (4) news stories, events and interviews 
debating/describing national identity issues. 

While I drew together information about the entire 
programme such as the duration, basic messages, 
character representation and the like, the bulk of the 
analysis focused on each content item in depth. I have 
attempted to analyse each show in terms of 
characteristics such as topic, sources, treatment, 
geographic focus, visual appeal and commentary style 
and wordings.  The 98 programmes were selected 
roughly on the basis of three principles:  
 
- Selecting representative channels 
- Preparing these channels for analysis: Identifying and 
categorizing content 
- Coding procedures and reliability testing to the extent 
possible 
 
Further, caution was exercised in making the 
methodology as objective as possible by attempting to 
use the methodological rigour presented by Scheufele 
(1999). This included (a) the type of frame examined 
(media frames vs. audience frames) and (b) the way 
frames are operationalised (independent variable or 
dependent variable). Scheufele developed a process 
model of framing, identifying four key processes that are 
to address: frame building, frame setting, individual-level 
processes of framing, and a feedback loop from 
audiences to programmers. 

The paper in its embryonic state was discussed with 
some fellow media researchers in Karnataka to 
crosscheck the validity of observations made by the 
researcher. 
 
 
SALIENT FINDINGS OF THE PRESENT STUDY 
 
For the sake of brevity, data tables, programme-list and 
the content analyzed are not presented here although 
documentation of all these has been done systematically 
and preserved for future research. The following are the 
significant observations based on the interpretation of the 
frame analysis data. 

One of the popular and better-known conceptual 
premises concerning Indian electronic media is of the 
cultural imperialism thesis, which emphasises the 
negative role of external political and economic forces 
and foreign media on media systems and audiences in 
India, with a special focus on Indian television system. It 
is interesting to note at the same time that the Indian 
government’s protective broadcast policies, which were 
formulated on the basis of this understanding, have 
largely failed to serve indigenous community needs as 
proved by scores of data-based studies. As a result, the 
cultural imperialism thesis cannot be rejected summarily, 
while its acceptance also poses some major enigmas.  
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This view was considered while analyzing and concluding 
on the present study results. A brief discussion on this 
subject is presented later in this paper. 

Various complex issues need to be highlighted here as 
the study results are presented and discussed. The 
present research study found that Indian audience in 
general are made to experience many sub-universes, 
including the world of the senses or of physical things, 
the world of science, the world of dreams, and the world 
of madness. However, echoing Alfred Schutz, the 
experience of the world of everyday life is of paramount 
importance and as he emphasizes, ‘consciousness is 
intentional’ and the relationship between the ‘knower’ and 
what is ‘being known’ is of utmost significance. 

Layers of identity, mentioned earlier in this paper, are 
not mutually exclusive especially in a country like India, 
which is highly diverse regionally, ethnically, linguistically 
and religiously. As identity is embedded within a given 
cultural space, it is reflected in the representations of that 
space that are produced from different sites and 
institutions of power. One may think of an example of the 
‘female body’ as ugly or beautiful depending on who is 
watching it on TV, whether an orthodox south-Indian 
Brahmin or a young man from Delhi metropolis. In 
general, it has been observed that there are three 
general reactions to TV images and stories: (a) 
identification (b) rejection, and (c) re-appropriation. 
Influence on identification is the least in the second case 
and the deepest in the first. 

Sometimes explicitly, sometimes implicitly, the visual 
media transform everyday occurrences into newsworthy 
events and through which a common consensus of the 
viewers is built. The Godhra incident in Gujarat State and 
the communal outbreaks in 2008 in parts of south India 
are such examples. In all such viewing and the 
perception of the presented images, two processes seem 
to occur simultaneously: On the one hand, the television 
programmes, to certain extent, help to shape individual 
consciousness about the national identity and his/her 
place into this broader understanding. On the other, 
through their intentional apprehensions of phenomena in 
the shared social world, men and women collectively 
construct and constitute social phenomena such as a 
common national identity vis-à-vis their preferences and 
interest’s television shows only reinforce them, that too 
selectively. 

Television, like other forms of media, imposes a frame 
for defining and constructing social reality about 
individual and national identity. But as ideology, it blocks 
inquiry by preventing an analytical understanding through 
which social actors can work to realize their own 
chances. In a nutshell, television as an ideology largely 
prevents the realization of many acclaimed social goals 
by limiting access to ideas. This is characteristically true 
in the case of Indian television, whether the control of the 
channel lies in the national or international media group. 

National identity is considered as  a  part  of  the  public  
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domain. However, by maintaining an artificial distinction 
between private and public domain (life), the Indian 
television seems to mask the actual organization of 
significant services. It also often allows “private 
institutions” not to become fodder for the television news 
stories, like the upper class privileges in early days. To 
keep any occurrence out of the news is power over news 
in real terms. However, this distinction between the 
‘public and private’ does not hold true with all classes of 
people. Sections of the marginalized communities are 
portrayed with little distinction of this sort. 

Indian Television does not act as an active promoter of 
a unified or common national identity. This is so because 
Indian television system in general has three 
assumptions about the watching public - the audiences - 
namely, (a) they are interested in television stories based 
on or reflecting upon occurrences at specific localities; (b) 
they are concerned with stories/shows relating to 
activities of specific organizations and social institutions; 
and (c) they are interested in entertaining themselves 
with regard to specific topics and specific problems and 
not much bothered about the national concerns and 
development in their comprehensive sense. 

Despite the rapid growth of television channels from 
1991 till date, regional and vernacular television 
programming continues to be dominated by the Indian 
film industry. Hindi films are the staple of most national 
channels and regional channels rely heavily on a mix of 
Hindi and regional language films to attract audiences. 
Almost all Indian films are musicals and this allows for the 
development of inexpensive derivative programs. One of 
Doordarshan's most popular programmes, Chitrahaar, is 
a compilation of old film songs and all the private 
channels, including Zee TV and music video channels 
like MTV Asia and Channel V, show some variation of 
Chitrahaar. A number of game shows are also based on 
movie themes. Other genres like soap operas, talk shows 
and situation comedies are gaining in popularity, but the 
production of these programs has been unable to keep 
up with demand, hence the continuing reliance on film 
based programming. Indian films, in most cases, hardly 
promote a unified national identity and therefore, the 
Indian television system, due to its heavy dependence on 
Indian film industry, fails to contribute meaningfully to this 
purpose. 

International satellite programming has opened up 
competition in news and public affairs programming with 
BBC and CNN International challenging Doordarshan's 
long-standing monopoly. Most of the other foreign 
broadcasters, for example, ESPN and the Discovery 
Channel, are focusing on special interest programming. 
Only Star TV's STAR Plus channel offers broad-based 
English language entertainment programs. Most of its 
programs are syndicated U.S. shows, for example soap 
operas like The Bold and the Beautiful and Santa 
Barbara and talk shows like Donahue and Oprah. 
However,   STAR   Plus  has  a  very  small  share  of  the  

 
 
 
 
audience in India and even this is threatened by the 
launch of new channels. Given this scenario, their 
contribution to shaping a national identity is also 
marginal. 

The study found the critical premise of cultural 
imperialism theorists that ‘media were a means to 
integrate nations into the world economy by becoming an 
important channel for promoting consumer goods to a 
middle class’ as true to certain extent. It also found that 
economic dependency does in fact lead to creation of 
conditions within nations that are conducive to the 
development of commercial broadcasting systems. But 
commercialization was also the result of internal 
conditions, six of which are examined in the study. They 
were: (i) the creation of a centralized powerful state after 
national independence to promote elitist notions of 
modernization and national integration (popularly known 
as Nehruvian vision). (ii) The creation of a bureaucratic-
authoritarian broadcast structure in colonial India and the 
retention of its administrative and technical structure by 
the powerful state led by the Congress party at 
independence (ii) The expansion of the broadcast system 
to a primarily urban middle class audience to serve 
political goals and the inability of the bureaucratic 
infrastructure to meet important audience programming 
demands. (iii) The rise of the middle class as an 
important audience of television as well as a significant 
consumer of products and services and therefore prime 
targets of advertisers after the process of ‘LPG’. (iv) The 
rise of a private national and multinational consumer 
industry, partly due to India's economic dependency to 
finance commercialization of television. (v) Existence of a 
commercial film industry that shaped audience 
expectations of television as well as provided commercial 
programming (vi) International satellite television 
penetration, which by virtue of diverting advertising 
revenue as well as a prime audience towards itself, 
accelerated the process of commercialization of national 
broadcast Systems. 

There seems to be a latent tension between the intent 
and the actual if one goes by what has been said about 
the television programmes today.  In its core spirit, Indian 
television – including both the public and the private 
channels - is facing a serious paradox of constructing 
national identity: the hybrid articulation of dissemination 
of global ideas and ideologies are contrasted with the 
feverish pitch of Hindutva ideology based on ancient 
Indian (mainly Hindu) principles and views. This is well 
evinced in the many contradictory dual narratives in 
almost all significant fields of Indian national cultural life: 
in the passionate erection and annihilation of historical 
narratives in the name of an imagined community of 
nationalism, in the artificial insemination and 
dissemination of the seeds of mythic origins in the name 
of a unified national identity, in the prodigal production 
and reproduction of hegemonic institutions and 
hierarchies in the name of national sovereignty.  



 
 
 
 
The legendary characters portrayed on the TV screen, 
the long serials drawn from Indian - mainly Hindu - 
ancient texts and mythological classics often encourage 
national sentiments and raise national cultural issues. 
However, the onslaught of liberal capitalist economic 
ventures make such attempts essentially nostalgic and  
evocative rather than planning for a unified path for 
national unity, national identity and national character. A 
right-wing political party with its nation-wide network and 
influence is strongly advocating the use of mass media 
for moral education to build a pan-Indian Bharat identity 
based on Hindu ethics and principles. Government 
controlled television network faces rough weather in the 
Parliament due to the political and cultural ideology of 
Hindutva embraced by this political party and the 
increasingly strong wind of commercialization of 
Doordarshan in recent years. 

A peculiar development in television programming in 
India has been the use of hybrid English-Hindi program 
formats, popularly called "Hinglish" formats, which offer 
programs in Hindi and English on the same channel and 
even have programs, including news shows that use both 
languages within a single telecast. This takes advantage 
of the of the audience for television (especially the 
audience for satellite television) which is largely 
composed of the urban middle class  which has some 
knowledge of English along with Hindi and colloquially 
speak a language that is primarily Hindi intermixed with 
words, phrases and whole sentences in English. 

The predicaments seem to be all the more vital for the 
state-owned TV network – Doordarshan. Commercial 
competition has transformed Doordarshan and it is 
scrambling to cope with the changed competitive 
environment struggling to move away from its earlier role 
of political spokesperson for the mighty and the powerful. 
Satellite broadcasting has threatened Doordarshan's 
audiences and self-preservation has spawned a new 
ideology in the network which is in the process of 
reinventing itself, co-opting private programmers to 
recapture viewers and advertising rupees lost to Zee TV 
and Star TV. Since late 1990s, the government expects 
Doordarshan to raise its own revenues for future 
expansion. This new commercial mandate has gradually 
begun to change Doordarshan's perception of who are its 
primary constituents--from politicians to advertisers. 

It is evident that over time the State's control over 
television will continue to diminish and profit maximisation 
becomes the ruling norm. As its revenue structure begins 
to change and the television system as a whole begins to 
respond to increasing commercial pressures, the 
character of its programming will begin to increasingly 
reflect the demands and pressures of the market place 
rather than the national goals, national ethos and national 
character. In the meantime, caught between the 
government and the market, government controlled 
Doordarshan continues to struggle to maintain its 
mandate of public  service  programming  and  building  a  
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national identity to foster nationalism. But the Supreme 
Court's recent decision ordering the government to 
establish an independent broadcasting authority to 
regulate television in the public interest holds the promise 
of allowing Indian television to escape both the stifling 
political control of the state and the commercial pressures 
of the market at least to some extent. There are a 
number of other constituencies like regional 
governments, educational institutions, non-governmental 
organizations and social service agencies who can 
participate in a liberalized broadcast system. The 
Supreme Court has provided an opportunity to develop a 
broad based television system for India as a unified 
nation with a unique national identity. How the country 
responds to this opportunity in the next few years will 
determine the future of broadcasting in India in the 
coming decades.  
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