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The paper presents an overview of mass communication initiatives in India with special 

reference to benefits for marginalized tribal communities. This provides the setting to 

argue that these could be used to establish a base for e – media communication.  The 

paper refers to stated preferences of tribal communities and proceeds to argue for a policy 

framework to enable related transitions through an inclusive approach. This means it will 

be useful to continue the use of traditional radio and video based communication along 

with a mix of initiatives that introduce marginalized communities to e-tools. This should 

continue till such time adequate capabilities are imparted in marginalized communities to 

use e – media.  Importantly we wish to indicate that the traditional media and e-media 

need not be viewed as mutually exclusive. On the other hand, these sets of tools 

complement each other, depending on the circumstances of infrastructure and the 

capability of communities to use them.  

Vigyan Prasar, an autonomous institution under the Department of Science and 

Technology, Government of India, uses television, radio and Edusat based programmes 

in many tribal languages as interactive communication mechanisms to deliver messages 

about the pervasiveness of science in daily lives. Vigyan Prasar’s own experience to 

popularize methods and manifestations of science and technology as windows of 

opportunity to foster scientific temper aligned with India’s developmental agenda is 

accordingly presented as a case example with specific reference to NE.   

KEYWORDS: Science Popularization, Engagement, Marginalized Communities, 

Vigyan Prasar.  Science clubs                                                                                                         

------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------ 

1 Introduction:-  

  The principal aim of the paper is to highlight the continued relevance and benefits 

of such traditional media as radio and television to communicate aspects of science 

especially for marginalized communities. The framework of this paper recognizes the 

importance of such parameters as occurrence and distribution of marginalized 

communities, socio – economic and cultural factors that determine their preparedness to 

engage with institutions and related mechanisms.  The latter aspects are however beyond 

the scope of the present paper.   

 

Abstract 
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1.2 The context of the divide and constraints and some elements of bridging 

them: 

A decade ago, in India political, social and economic debates were dominated by 

only a few experts. The advent of e-media appears to have enhanced participation by a 

significantly larger number of people from all walks of life. . Ironically the reach of mass 

media and e-media across the country is still limited.  This may be due to myriad reasons 

including poverty, illiteracy, socio-economic disparity, digital divide and infrastructural 

constraints etc. Thanks to IT polices of India that made the mobile phone affordable even 

to a common citizen and hence access to efficient bandwidths for communication. This 

emerging communication dynamics  has awakened us to the potential of bringing a large 

number of people/communities  too into the folds of science learning. This can also be 

seen as an integral aspect of democratic process of engagement for nation building and 

development. 

Importantly people who are marginalized may arguably have relatively little 

control over    the spread and depth of resources available to them.  Challenges in 

engagement are therefore  further compounded by the possibility that the digital divide 

grows between those who use computers and the internet and those who do not. In this 

paper the term e –media covers electronics or electromechanical energy exploited by the 

end user (audience) to access content through internet (Wikipedia). The term traditional 

media includes community radio, TV, video, CD-ROMs, DVD, print and folk media.  

Van Dijk
1&
,
2
 2005 indicated that there is a digital divide (individual and  societal) that 

operates at four levels namely  : 1) Motivational access ( motivation to use digital 

technology ) 2) Material or physical access  ( possession of computers and internet 

connections or permissions to use them and their contents, 3) Skill access ( Possession of 

digital skills that is operational, informational and strategic ) and 4) Usage access: 

(Number and diversity of applications and usage time).  Despite this realistic digital 

divide, it appears e-media have "created new identities, which goes beyond the 

boundaries of the State or geographical communities and traditional institution and 

presented the opportunities to participate in issues of common concerns and promote 

social change and action for collective rights"
3.
 To what extent the marginalized section 

will benefit from e-media, which is at present neutral, centralized in approach, will 

depend on the extent to which information provided is directly relevant to marginalized 

communities and the digital gap bridged. There is a felt need to create the enabling 

environment to further reduce the existing divide. 

1.3 Convergence in space and time 

An important strategy or approach to bridge this gap   could be to continue the use 

of such traditional means of communication as radio, TV, CD-Rom, video and other folk 

forms with a mix of initiatives that introduce to e-tools. This should continue till such 

time a conducive enabling environment is created and adequate capabilities too are 

imparted specially among the tribal and other marginalized communities to use such 

tools optimally. This has been voiced by Ramirez (2003)  several years ago as cited by 

Silvia Balit  in Communication for Development Round Table Report
4
. 
.
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1.4 Special focus on tribal communities 

Most of the tribal communities in India are geographically isolated and 

economically disadvantaged. They have not adequately succeeded in attracting the 

interest of commercial communication service providers except of the basic infrastructure 

created and services provided by the Indian government. Thanks to new ITC policy 2012 

for creating the infrastructure and providing affordable hardware for the access of the e-

media. The Scheduled Tribes population is around 84.3 million with significant state to 

state variation in distribution.  Most of the tribal communities have their own unique 

languages numbering; more than 270.   50% of the India’s tribal population is confined to 

the North-eastern region of the country. Yet they represent about only 8 per cent, 

occurring as a majority in some States. This is true of Mizoram (94.75 per cent), 

Lakshadweep (93.15 per cent), Nagaland (87.70 per cent), and Meghalaya (85.53 per 

cent) in particular. The states of Madhya Pradesh, Orissa, Bihar, Maharashtra, Gujarat, 

Rajasthan, Andhra Pradesh, and West Bengal account for 50 percent.  

 

In India, the Ministry of Information & Broadcasting, through the mass 

communication media of radio, televisions, films, press & print publication, advertising 

& other traditional modes of communication such as dance and drama, plays an effective 

role in establishing communication channels for the benefit of citizens even in far flung 

areas. In this process they cater to entertainment and information needs on such diverse 

aspects as environment protection, health and family welfare, education/literacy, and 

issues specific to women, children, minority and other disadvantaged sections of the 

society. 

Vigyan Prasar, an autonomous institution of the Department of Science and 

Technology, Government of India,   develops and delivers information, insights and 

messages pertaining to science and technology.  These are theme and stakeholder specific 

and optimize outreach / engagement through appropriate media of communication to 

kindle the spirit of inquiry in fellow citizens to foster scientific temper/attitude and help 

visualize the pervasiveness of science in daily lives. These are essential elements of 

engagement of fellow citizens, central to the robust nature of India’s inclusive 

development agenda. Vigyan Prasar serves the referred agenda through focused outreach 

that uses television, radio and Edusat based programmes to provide an interactive 

platform in multiple languages. These include tribal languages based knowledge sharing. 

. These are presented  as a case example with special reference to science clubs and other 

community institutions.  

2. Marginalized societies in India 

As per the   definition of Encyclopedia of Public Health
5
 of   marginalized groups,  

‘To be marginalized is to be placed in the margins, and thus excluded from the privilege 

and power found at the center”. . Peter Leonard(1984:181) defines marginality as, “. . . 

being outside the mainstream of productive activity and/or social reproductive 

activity”(as refer by Bina D Costa)
6
. Latin, as cited by Devesh Saksena (2014)

7
 spoke 

about the challenges faced by marginalized communities. In this article, our discussion is 
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restricted to schedule Tribe population of India and Vigyan Prasa’s efforts  for science 

popularization through a well directed  multimedia approach.  

3.  A snapshot about media based initiatives in India 

All India Radio (AIR) provides news, music, spoken word and other programmes 

in 22 languages and 146 dialects to almost the entire population across India.  This is 

through a network of 279 Stations with 436 transmitters and has covered 91.85 by area 

and 99.18 % by population of the country. AIR FM with 17 FM transmitters has reached 

25% by area and 37% of the population. 

AIR offers a three –tier system of broadcasting i.e. National, Regional and Local. 

Regional channels are located mainly in the major linguistic-cultural regions of every 

State. Altogether 120 such are spread over to 29 States and 6 UTs of the Country. These 

channels put out infotainment programmes.  Besides local channel, AIR also has FM 

Rainbow, FM Gold, DTH service to provide quietly listening experience.  

Local Channels represent a relatively a new concept of broadcasting in India. 

There are 865 Stations on FM modes. Each station serves a small area with location 

specific programmes and often serves as a mouth piece of local community. (Source 

“India 2014”)
8 
 

3.2 Vigyan Prasar serves the communication agenda aligned with the above stated: 

Vigyan Prasar produced and broadcast 133 radio science serials in 19 Indian 

languages through a decentralized participatory approach.  They were broadcast from 117 

radio stations all across the country during  last six year on various themes like Planet 

Earth, Astronomy, Biodiversity, Chemistry in daily life, Woman empowerment etc.   

Some target specific radio programmes were also produced on local issues in selected 

tribal   belts of the country (Annual report VP 2013-14)
9
 by involving local subject 

experts and folk artists. The queries, feedback etc are received through letters, e-mails, 

SMS. Soon all the programmes will be made available on mobile handset by creating 

Apps.   

At present, 163 Community radio Stations are in operation. They help broadcast 

messages on development. The Commonwealth Educational Media Centre for Asia 

(CEMCA) and National Council for Science and technology Communication, DST, 

Govt. of India  have made significant strides in improving the health of women in India 

through the radio programme  “Science for Women’s Health and Nutrition”
10
.   

3.3.  Doordarshan (Television) and Video Programmes  

Doordarshan (DD), probably the world’s largest terrestrial broadcaster is the 

public broadcaster of India since September 1959. At present DD is having 31 Channels 

besides free to air DTH service. DD National is the largest terrestrial network covering 

about 92% population of the country and 82 % area of the country.
11
 Being a public 

broadcaster, DD is making a significant contribution to accelerate soci-economic changes 

besides stimulating scientific temperament among the people. Presently DD is operating 
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35 satellite channels and has a vast network of 66 studio centers and about 1415 

transmitters of varying power.  

 3.4 Vigyan Prasar’s video based interventions:  

VP telecast through National Channel and regional channels of DD  science  

video  programmes in the form of serials or stand alone programmes on health, 

environment,  mathematics, astronomy, day-to day science, frontier technologies (bio or 

nano) etc. . Every week about 5 television programmes are telecast. About 220 

programmes were telecast in the last six years.  The CDs of all the programmes are 

available  which  is setting an example of  participatory video for empowerment of 

illiterate  marginalized group  by taking the advantage of digitalization of  audio/video 

coupled with   network of science clubs (VIPNET and Eco-clubs spread throughout the 

country) Eduset Network,  ,  S&T based NGOs bedsides  internet-based approaches  

through dedicated websites for  feedback,  asking questions, along with knowledge and 

information sharing.  

3.5 Satellite television 

 

After a series of economic and social reforms in 1991 at the policy level, the 

government allowed private and foreign broadcasters to engage in limited operations in 

India. As of 2012, over 823 TV satellite television channels are broadcast in India 

covering all the main languages spoken in the nation.  This includes channels from the 

state-owned Doordarshan  as well as News Corporations.   These services for these 

channels are provided by locally built satellites from ISRO and other   satellites such as 

the Dutch-based SES, and Telstar Global-owned NSS 6 etc. VP’s networking through 

Edusat Interactive Terminals for multicast of science programmes –both on awareness 

and capacity building to train teachers, communicators and science activists on its SIT 

Network has spanned 1,990 hours in the last six years.  

 

The infrastructure created by the government and the penetration of the 

Doordarshan and Radio, in a country like India, where literacy level is low, and  still 70 

% population is engaged with agriculture and allied sector, the choice of communication 

media is of vital importance. In this regard the television and radio are significant as they 

transfer modern agricultural technology to literate and illiterate farmers alike even in 

interior areas, within short time (Srihari Mancha 2012). As per Purushothaman C, 

Kavaskar M, Reddy YA and Kanagasabapathi K says (cited by  Srihari Mancha 2012) 

Radio, Television(the traditional media) has been acclaimed to be the most effective 

media for diffusing the scientific knowledge to the masses.
12
 

 

Further, the possibility of convergence of TV and radio on internet can create new 

model of participatory communication as 39th United Nations Communication for 

Development Roundtable 6–9 September 2004, Rome, Italy Organized by FAO with the 

Government of Italy, UNESCO, World Bank, IDRC, CTA,  internet enable the receiver 

of the information to send feedback, to ask question, to request and seek information to 

communicate with experts ( Silvia Balit)
13
. The internet enables access to information 
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from both national and international sources, while radio/TV (regional and local and 

cable) can localize, repackage and translate that knowledge to local people. Some   

similar experiment has been carried out by VP in India along with other Asian, Latin 

American and African Countries  

3.6 Print Media 2010-11 

The total number of newspapers and periodicals is about 82,222 as compared of 

77384 in 2009-10 (an increase of 6.25%) News papers are published in as many as 152 

languages and `dialects during 2010-11. Daily newspaper were brought out in  all 

principal languages except Kashmiri. The total number in Hindi (32,793) followed by 

English (11478) & Bilingual (5643) Total circulation, as data claimed of Indian 

newspaper was (2010-11) 32, 92,04,841 copies.  (Source : India 2014) 

3.3 Folk Media 

The social milieu of India is such that the folk dances, folk songs and folk dramas 

are part and parcel of our lives. It has also been observed that it is possible to accelerate 

the pace of science communication if folk media are employed effectively in regional 

languages.”(Tyagi 2004)
14 
Traditional folk media are cultural resources that accumulate 

indigenous knowledge, experiences and expressions passed down from generation to 

generation. It commanded immense credibility and impact as they are participatory in 

approach, local in flavor  and low in  cost. The efficacy of this medium has been proved 

in India in many national campaigns relating to S&T Communication, literacy and 

environmental awareness programmes.  

The Heritage of India is itself a classic example of folk communication.  “Folk of 

India, in Indian context, is still surviving in the era of cyber communication and many of 

the campaigns are being organized by the government.
15
 They are the most appropriate 

channels for changing the traditional Indian mind towards modernization as  folk media 

is directly related to our  culture. It informs, educate and entertain the masses. Folk 

media, in fact can be used to convey the very ideas of the new communication systems 

and prepare the masses whole-heartedly to accept the electronic media when they are 

ready to go full stream.
16
. Some of the advantages of traditional folk media are that they 

do not require large capital investments and there is not a dependence on expensive 

communication technologies that are liable to break down. Traditional media can be used 

"live", and are likely to have the greatest impact when audience can interact with the 

performers and artists and even participate. Alternatively, they can be coupled with other 

media such as radio and television. 

The traditional media are personal, familiar and more credible forms, with the 

majority of literate and illiterate identifying with their formats, genres and contents. “As 

the contact is direct and personal, the messages in folk media are far more credible and 

acceptable than if they were transmitted through the electronic media”. (Neeru 

Prashad)
16
. Folk media can overcome the difficulties of language, speech, words and 

other barriers of communication like interest, understanding, interpretation, attitude and 

perception. 
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The folk art has been used quite effectively in taking science to people during 

Bharata Jan Vigyan Jathas (1990), a mass programme of science communication 

organized by National Council for Science and Technology Communication, Department 

of Science And Technology,  Govt of India. Since  then it is being used quite effectively 

with other traditional  and e-medium. The Hear Care foundation of India, an NGO is 

using folk media for health communication and used  street plays, puppetry and folk 

songs, drama etc., as tools for communication. ( Neeru Prashad)
17
 The folk media also 

has an  international recognition in the communication and the development strategies of 

developing countries since  1972 when the International Planned Parenthood Federation 

and UNESCO organized  a series of seminar on this subject (  Harish 2006)
18
, Folk 

Media and Rural) Traditional media have been used in family planning campaigns, in 

health care programmes, in environmental protection projects, and in adult literacy 

programmes, among others.  

In fact, it is now well established fact that folk media have significant contribution 

towards bringing  the success of many development programme like Family Welfare’ 

Children Education etc as undertaken by many State government.   

 

4. The context of the communication within Marginalized Groups.  

 

4.1 Some important insights in this context include the following.  

 

A. Mathiyazhagan  et al (2007)
19
 with respect to Madhya Pradesh tribal areas 

(Central India) classified available communication channels into three kinds viz. 

(i) Interpersonal  (ii) Mass and (iii) Traditional Media. They revealed that (i) 

tribals prefer interpersonal communication as compared to other modes of 

communication; (ii) availability of electronic media viz. radio and television with 

the tribals is limited, however, their accessibility to these media is somewhat 

better; (iii) IPC followed by traditional media(Radio, TV, Folk etc) is the choice 

of combination of channels preferred by the tribals; and (iv) tribals prefer to 

watch television or listen to radio only in the evening hours but information 

seeking behaviour among them from various sources is casual. The study 

concludes that the availability of electronic media such as radio and television is 

very limited with the tribal.  

 

B. This fact is further supported by the report “Statistical Profile of Scheduled Tribes 

in  India 2013” , that only 21.9% of ST households have a television whereas 

47.2% of all social groups households, which is more than double the ST 

households) have a television. “Only 4.4% of ST households and 6.3% of all 

population households possess a computer/laptop.  31.1% of ST households and 

53.2% of all households have a mobile phone. The Percentage of ST households 

with high number of mobile phones is Daman & Diu, Sikkim, Mizoram, 

Himachal Pradesh and Uttarakhand all in the range of 63.4 to 68.9 percent. The 

State with highest number of ST households owning a television set is Tamil 

Nadu (81%) followed by Himachal Pradesh ( 68.2%). On the other hand, the 
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Odisha has the lowest number of ST households with TV sets with 7.6% followed 

by Bihar with 9.7% of Households.
20
  

 

C. The above statistics show a high degree of variability in the possession of such 

assets necessary to access e-media. However, the one commonality is all the tribal 

population whether in central India or North-eastern States have a very rich folk 

art, which has been used traditionally for communication purpose. The 

government of India, beside using the other mass media i.e radio, TV and print 

media   has been using tradition folk media (folk, theatre, dram, songs, street 

theatre, dance,  puppetry, storytelling, music, painting, motifs symbols  and toys) 

for various purposes.  

 

5.  Enabling Circumstances for E-Media in India 

In India the enabling environment for e-media is being created by Ministry of 

Communication and Information Technology at the centre by its three departments i.e., 

Department of Post, Department of Telecommunication and Department of Information 

Technology.  

Some of the key issues/area those  need to be address during 12th Five Year Plan were:- 

I. Promote Innovation for on line service over mobiles in area of public utility 

“Move from paper based to electronic communication Mode" 

II. Established a unified and secure public Information Infrastructure (PII) for 

government services by leveraging all existing national ICT assets with public 

and private Institutions.  

III. Digitize Broadcasting network including contents. 

Since the announcement of Telecom policy in 1999, the telecom sector came a long 

way in achieving its dream of providing affordable and effective communication facilities 

to its citizen. The reform major coupled with pro-active policies of Department of 

Telecommunication and the active participation by private sector has resulted in an 

unprecedented growth of telecommunication sector, the basic infrastructure for e-media. 

"It witnessed exponential growth, especially in wireless segment in last few years.  

The new National Telecom Policy (NTP 2012) was announced with primary 

objective of maximizing public good by making available affordable, reliable and secure 

telecommunication and broadband service across the entire county. As result by June 

2013, there were 903.10 million telephone connections. The Indian telecom network is 

second largest in the world after China. By June 2013, the tele-density was 73.50% (For 

100 population). Indian wireless telephone network is also second largest in the world. 

The wireless telephone (mobile) has increased from 6.67 million to in March 2002 to 

873.37 million in June 2013. The growth of mobile telephone has recorded a compound 

annual growth rate (CAGR) of about 64% during the period March 2002 to March 
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2013.The unprecedented increase in mobile and sharp decline in tariffs in Indian telecom 

sector has contributed significantly to the growth of  country's economic growth.  

However, mobile telephony service providers have since 2009 managed to widen the 

reach of internet services in the country as one only needs to be in possession of a 

requisite handset and sim card. As a result more rural people now have access to social 

network sites especially, Facebook  (Source: As per the report by the Internet and Mobile 

Association of India ( IAMAI) and IMRB International (In January 2014) . 

 

In the next six months, India may add 40 million mobile internet users. The number 

of mobile internet users in India, pegged at 173 million in December 2014, is expected to 

reach 213 million by June 2015. In rural India, this user base is expected to grow at 33% 

to reach 53 million by that time” Report also says  “apart from other devices, 78% of the 

active internet users in urban cities and 66% in rural villages are accessing the internet on 

their mobile," The analysis of mobile phone usage indicates that not only are more people 

using more mobile phones, but the share of data usage has grown as compared to basic 

voice and text functionality.  ( TNN | Jan 14, 2015, 02.08AM IST)(times of India)  The 

usage for internet is mainly for E-mail, mostly, followed by social networking. 74% 

users, use mobile internet services for e-mail, 61% for social networking and 40% for 

navigation apps while travelling. Online shopping comprises a merely 11% of the pie, 

which the study attributes to people's "apprehension” about transacting through their 

phones. 

 

No doubt the proportion of mobile internet users to active internet user across devices 

has increased over the years and also expected to grow in future. For this study samples 

were taken from  eight metros and  27 cities with a population exceeding one million (n 

19,0000).The tribal population living in inaccessible area has been excluded from the 

study. To some extent, these projection of trends may hold some validity for the ST 

population for North eastern and Himachal States but not for other states. More than half 

of the Scheduled Tribe population is concentrated in Central India, i.e., Madhya Pradesh 

(14.69%), Chhattisgarh(7.5%), Jharkhand (8.29%), Andhra Pradesh (5.7%), Maharashtra 

(10.08%), Orissa (9.2%), Gujarat (8.55%) and Rajasthan (8.86%) As there is a great 

divide between them in tern of literacy, economic status and reach of e-media due to 

digital divide the India and Bharat Syndrome. 

 

6. Some important overarching considerations:  

A important limitation of the  present paper is that it does not indicate elaborately facts & 

figures about technologies or access in rural area. On the other hand, it built on some 

important inferences that substantiate   the case that e-media has to be carefully 

positioned for seamless integration with predominate traditional media of communication 

for engagement. These interaction were articulated by many including in 9th United 

Nations Communication for Development Roundtable 6–9 September 2004, Rome, Italy 

Organized by FAO with the Government of Italy, UNESCO, World Bank, etc.  The 

essence of inferences included.   

(i) Inadequate infrastructure even recently.   
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(ii) Lack of material in local languages and not of immediate relevance. 

(iii) The content of e-media is parachuted from outside, not adopted within. 

(iv) Most of the time the socio-cultural issues are ignored. 

(v) Research on the needs of the communities has not been carried out and hardly 

provides any relevant and useful local contextualized content as e-media is dominated by 

private sector and multinational media groups.  

(viii) The training in communication has not always been provided to local personals, 

who may act as information intermediaries  

(ix) At policy level, more emphasis is on use of technology, than as a means of improving 

the living condition of the marginalized section of society. It should be seen as a mean 

rather then ITC as an end in itself.    

(x) Further the e-media still followed the deficit-model of communication; hardly provide 

any scope for debates, discussion, participation & engagement. 

Science communication  recently is viewed as means also to communicate science 

of technology. The Canadian Academy of Sciences, defines science communicator with 

respect to creating awareness, communication to enable further communication and 

communicator for the purpose of engagement. The third aspect is most relevant for 

development communication with implication for holistic development of communities 

including their socio – economic growth for sustainability.  

I built on this framework to indicate that it is essential to communicate to create 

awareness about e-tools/media and in many cases, strengthen communication through 

existing interventions. Traditional media can be useful messengers/communication 

platform for this purpose. 

The second objective of communicator to assist further communication by 

receivers of information can also be achieved through the creation of dedicated listeners 

and viewers groups. These in turn can articulate their needs with respect to content and 

infrastructure for communication duly highlighting locally dominant constraints. This can 

be expected to logically dove – tailed with the holistic objectives of communication,   

namely engagement. 

The STI Policy 2013 of Government of India will provide the most credible 

premise for this three pronged intervention stated above. Instantly, the polices of ICT can 

pro-actively state that awareness and capacity building will be ensured before delivering 

related services. The public policy benefit through this pro-active approach will be a 

significantly enhanced level of preparedness to comprehend the intended benefits and 

engage to sustain flow of such benefits. This will also help coalesce and converge 

initiative to capture the lowest hanging fruit of minimum levels of learning across the 

entire population of beneficiaries. This will also be a logically sound platform to upscale 

the initiative further.           
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