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Introduction 

Cinema plays a significant role in shaping the lives of people and driving societal 

development. It serves as a powerful medium for storytelling, reflecting cultural values, 

and sparking social change. Films can educate, entertain, and inspire, often influencing 

public opinion and attitudes. They provide a window into diverse lives and experiences, 

fostering empathy and understanding. Economically, the film industry generates 

employment, stimulates local businesses, and attracts tourism. Cinematic portrayals 

can also promote technological advancements and encourage innovation. Overall, 

cinema enriches cultural heritage, supports economic growth, and contributes to the 

social fabric of communities. 

Abstract 

The cinema plays a significant role in shaping the lives of people and driving societal 

development. Bollywood, the Hindi cinema industry, is the world’s largest film 
industry based in Mumbai, India. The present study explores the impact of religious 

depiction in Bollywood movies on religious tourism in India which is a significant 

aspect of the country’s tourism industry, attracting millions of domestic and 
international visitors each year. Visual data for the present study was Bollywood hindi 

movies with religious refences. These movies functionally analysed with religious 

context to know about their Impact on religious tourism in India. It is found that the 

portrayal of religion in Bollywood movies has undergone significant transformation, 

from mythological and devotional narratives aimed at reinforcing traditional values, 

to complex and critical examinations of religious practices and their societal impact. 

The depiction of religion in Bollywood movies has a multifaceted impact on religious 

tourism in India. By highlighting religious sites, practices, and festivals, Bollywood 

not only promotes these destinations but also enriches the cultural and spiritual 

experiences of tourists. The study is not only beneficial for students of Tourism 

Studies, Tourism Anthropology and Visual Anthropology and other interested 

readers, while for those policy makers also who are involved in tourism promotion in 

the country. 

Key Words: Cinema, Bollywood, Movie, Tourism, Religious Tourism 
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Bollywood 

Bollywood, often referred to as the Hindi film industry, is the world’s largest film 

industry based in Mumbai, India. It is renowned for producing a vast array of movies 

ranging from commercial blockbusters to critically acclaimed art films. Bollywood films 

are characterized by their colourful visuals, elaborate song-and-dance sequences, 

melodramatic storytelling, and larger-than-life characters. 

Bollywood movies play a significant role in shaping Indian culture and 

influencing societal norms. They reflect and sometimes challenge prevailing attitudes 

towards issues such as love, family, religion, and social justice. Bollywood has a massive 

global audience, with its films being screened in cinemas worldwide and gaining 

popularity among non-Indian audiences. The industry's reach extends to diaspora 

communities, especially in countries with large Indian populations. Over the years, 

Bollywood has evolved and embraced new genres, storytelling techniques, and 

technologies. While traditional masala entertainers remain popular, there is also a 

growing market for experimental and socially relevant cinema. Bollywood has garnered 

international acclaim also. Overall, Bollywood continues to captivate audiences with its 

unique blend of entertainment, emotion, and spectacle, cementing its status as a 

cultural phenomenon both in India and beyond. 

 

Religious Tourism 

Religious tourism in India is a significant aspect of the country's tourism industry, 

attracting millions of domestic and international visitors each year. India's diverse 

religious landscape, with its multitude of temples, mosques, gurdwaras, churches, and 

other sacred sites, offers pilgrims and tourists a rich spiritual and cultural experience.  

India is home to numerous religious sites representing various faiths, including 

Hinduism, Islam, Buddhism, Sikhism, Jainism, and Christianity. Each region boasts its 

own pilgrimage destinations, often steeped in mythological and historical significance. 

Many religious sites in India showcase stunning architecture and intricate 

craftsmanship, reflecting the country's rich cultural heritage. Religious tourism offers 

pilgrims and visitors the opportunity to connect with their faith, seek blessings, and 

participate in rituals and ceremonies. It provides a spiritual journey for individuals 

seeking solace, enlightenment, or divine intervention. India's religious diversity is 

celebrated through vibrant festivals and cultural events throughout the year. Religious 

tourism contributes significantly to India's economy by generating revenue for local 

communities, businesses, and government bodies. It supports various industries, 

including hospitality, transportation, handicrafts, and food services. It also presents 

opportunities for sustainable development, cultural preservation, and community 

empowerment through responsible tourism practices. Overall, religious tourism in 

India is a dynamic and integral aspect of the country's cultural identity, offering visitors 

a profound and transformative experience while contributing to socio-economic growth 

and interfaith harmony. 
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Several studies have been conducted to know about the impact of Bollywood on 

tourism (Bandyopadhyay 2008, Mittal & Anjaneya swamy 2013, Nair & Suri 2018, Panda 

2020, Bandyopadhyay 2023), while the present study explores the impact of religious 

depiction in Bollywood movies on religious tourism in India. 

 

Methodology 

This study analyses Bollywood Hindi movies that contain religious references to assess 

their impact on religious tourism in India. Visual data were collected by downloading 

relevant films from various internet sources. Each movie was examined for religious 

themes, depictions of sacred sites, and narratives that influence audience perceptions 

of pilgrimage destinations. A functional analysis was conducted to evaluate how these 

cinematic representations shape religious sentiments and travel motivations. The study 

also considers historical and socio-cultural contexts to understand the role of 

Bollywood in promoting spiritual tourism and reinforcing religious identities within 

India’s diverse cultural landscape. 

 

Discussion 

Religious Portrayal in Bollywood Movies 

The portrayal of religion in Bollywood movies has evolved significantly over the 

decades, reflecting broader social, political, and cultural trends in India. This evolution 

can be divided into distinct phases, each characterized by different thematic concerns 

and narrative styles: 

 

1. Early Cinema (1910s-1950s) 

The early era of Indian cinema coincided with the latter part of British colonial rule in 

India, a time when there was a strong emphasis on cultural and religious identity as a 

form of resistance against colonial domination. Filmmakers sought to reinforce 

traditional Indian values and narratives, often turning to religion as a unifying and 

moral force.  The significant features of early cinema were: 

 

Mythological Themes: These films typically focused on stories from Hindu epics such 

as the Ramayana and the Mahabharata. They were often characterized by their 

moralistic tone and were designed to impart ethical lessons. 

 

Devotional Films: Aimed at inspiring religious devotion, these films featured gods, 

saints, and spiritual figures, emphasizing their virtues and miraculous deeds. 

 

Examples 

“Raja Harishchandra” (1913): Directed by Dadasaheb Phalke, this silent film is 

considered the first full-length Indian feature film. It tells the story of King 
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Harishchandra, who is known for his unwavering commitment to truth and ‘dharma’ 
(righteousness), even at great personal cost. (Figure 1) 
 

 
Figure 1: “Raja Harishchandra” (1913) – A Film Focusing on Truth and 

Righteousness 

 

“Lanka Dahan” (1917): Directed by Dadasaheb Phalke, this silent film is another early 

milestone in Indian cinema. It portrays the episode from the Ramayana where 

Hanuman sets Lanka on fire. The film was notable for its special effects and innovative 

use of double exposure to depict the twin characters of Ram and Lakshman. (Figure 2) 
 

 
Figure 2: “Lanka Dahan” (1917) – A Film Based on Mythological Theme of 

Ramayana 

 

2. The Golden Age (1950s-1970s) 

The post-independence period in India was marked by a sense of nation-building and a 

desire to forge a cohesive national identity. This era saw a blend of religious themes 

with social realism, reflecting the changing socio-political landscape with the following 

significant features: 

 

Integration of Social Themes: Films began to address contemporary social issues, 

using religious narratives to explore themes of justice, morality, and ethical dilemmas. 

 

Humanized Divine Figures: While drawing inspiration from epics, films of this 

period often portrayed gods and mythological characters in a more humanized manner, 

emphasizing their struggles and virtues. 
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Examples 

“Mother India” (1957): Directed by Mehboob Khan, this film is a powerful portrayal of 

a mother who symbolizes the nation. Her character is often compared to the goddess 

Durga, embodying strength, resilience, and maternal sacrifice. The film addresses 

issues of poverty, exploitation, and the moral struggles of the rural poor. (Figure 3) 
 

 
Figure 3: “Mother India” (1957) – A Film Portraying a Mother’s Struggle, Strength 

and Sacrifice like a Goddess 

 

“Guide” (1965): Directed by Vijay Anand, based on R. K. Narayan’s novel, this film tells 

the story of a tour guide who transforms into a spiritual guide. It explores themes of 

redemption, spirituality, and the search for meaning, set against the backdrop of 

traditional Indian beliefs and practices. (Figure 4) 
 

 
Figure 4: “Guide” (1965) – A Film Showing Transformation of a Common Man 

into a Spiritual Guide 
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3. The New Wave Cinema (1970s-1990s) 

The 1980s and 1990s were marked by significant political and social turbulence in India, 

deeply impacting the nation’s cultural fabric, including its film industry, Bollywood. 

The political upheaval and rising communal tensions during this phase led Bollywood 

to evolve its storytelling approaches with issue-based films, character complexity and 

sensitive topics, which not only shaped Bollywood’s thematic concerns but also its role 

as a medium for social reflection and political commentary: 

 

Diverse Religious Portrayals: This period saw films that depicted a variety of 

religious traditions, reflecting the pluralistic nature of Indian society. 

 

Communal Harmony: Many films aimed to promote religious tolerance and unity, 

often highlighting the dangers of communalism and the need for secularism. 

 

Examples 

“Amar Akbar Anthony” (1977): Directed by Manmohan Desai, this film is a landmark 

in promoting communal harmony. It tells the story of three brothers, separated in 

childhood and raised in different religious households—Hindu, Muslim, and Christian. 

Their eventual reunion and cooperation symbolize the ideal of national unity amidst 

religious diversity. (Figure 5) 
 

 
Figure 5: “Amar Akbar Anthony” (1977) – A Film Promoting Communal Harmony 

 

“Zakhm” (1998): Directed by Mahesh Bhatt, this semi-autobiographical film deals with 

the personal and societal conflicts arising from religious identity. It portrays the 

protagonist’s struggle during communal riots and his mother’s secret life as a Muslim, 

emphasizing the human cost of religious intolerance. (Figure 6) 
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Figure 6: “Zakhm” (1998) – A Film Emphasising the Need for Tolerance and 

Understanding between Different Religious Communities 

 

4. Modern Era (2000s-Present) 

The modern era of Bollywood is characterized by globalization, technological 

advancements, and a more critical approach to tradition and religion. There is a 

growing trend towards questioning established norms and practices, reflecting a more 

secular and liberal worldview. The noteworthy features of this phase are: 

 

Critical Examination: Contemporary films often critique religious practices, the 

commercialization of religion, and the impact of blind faith on society. 

 

Satirical and Realistic Narratives: Many films use satire and realism to address 

serious issues related to religion, aiming to provoke thought and discussion. 

Examples 

 

“OMG - Oh My God” (2012): Directed by Umesh Shukla, this satirical comedy-drama 

features a shopkeeper who sues God after his shop is destroyed in an earthquake. The 

film critiques the commercialization of religion and questions the role of religious 

leaders, promoting a message of rationality and critical thinking. (Figure 7) 
 

 
Figure 7: “OMG - Oh My God” (2012) – A Film Criticising Blind Faith and 

Commercialization of Religion, and Advocating for Rationality and Genuine 

Spirituality 
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“PK” (2014): Directed by Rajkumar Hirani, this film uses the story of an alien who 

arrives on Earth and questions the irrationalities of human religious practices. The 

protagonist's innocent inquiries highlight the contradictions and commercial 

exploitation of religion. The film sparked widespread debate and controversy, reflecting 

its critical stance on organized religion. (Figure 8) 
 

 
Figure 8: “PK” (2014) – A Film Criticising Organized Religion and Blind Faith, 

and Promoting Rational Thinking and True Spirituality. 

 

Overall, the portrayal of religion in Bollywood movies has undergone significant 

transformation, from mythological and devotional narratives aimed at reinforcing 

traditional values, to complex and critical examinations of religious practices and their 

societal impact. (Figure 9) This evolution mirrors India's socio-political changes and 

the broader cultural shifts towards secularism and critical engagement with tradition. 

Through its varied portrayal of religion, Bollywood provides a rich tapestry that reflects 

the dynamic interplay between faith, culture, and society in India. 
 

 
Figure 9: Developing Themes with Religious References in Bollywood 
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The Influence of Religious Representation in Bollywood Films on Religious 

Tourism in India 

Bollywood, India's influential film industry, profoundly affects various aspects of 

Indian culture, including religious tourism. Through vivid and evocative depictions of 

religious sites, practices, and narratives, Bollywood films inspire millions of viewers to 

visit these sacred places, participate in religious activities, and appreciate diverse 

spiritual traditions. The impact of religious depiction in Bollywood movies on religious 

tourism can be explored through several dimensions. (Figure 10) 
 

 
Figure 10: The Influence of Religious Representation in Bollywood Films on 

Religious Tourism in India 

 

The influence of religious representation in Bollywood movies on religious 

tourism in India in various dimensions can be understood through several examples: 

 

1. Promotion and Highlighting of Sacred Sites 

Bollywood can elevate the profile of religious sites, transforming them into popular 

tourist destinations. This can lead to an increase in footfall and awareness about these 

locations, which may have previously been overlooked. 

 

Examples 

“Rockstar” (2011): Directed by Imtiaz Ali, this film showcases the Nizamuddin Dargah 

in Delhi, a renowned Sufi shrine dedicated to the Sufi saint Hazrat Nizamuddin Auliya. 



Scope 
Volume 15 Number 01 March 2025 

 

1610 www.scope-journal.com 

 

The film's protagonist finds solace and inspiration in the mystical atmosphere of the 

dargah. The movie's soulful portrayal of music and spirituality at Nizamuddin Dargah 

resonated with audiences, drawing attention to this sacred site and encouraging more 

people to explore its spiritual ambiance and historical significance. (Figure 11) 
 

 
Figure 11: The Film “Rockstar” (2011) Showing Qawwali Song at Nizamuddin 

Dargah, Delhi 

 

“Kedarnath” (2018): Directed by Abhishek Kapoor, this film centres around the 

Kedarnath Temple in the Himalayas. The narrative intertwines a love story with the 

devastating floods of 2013, bringing attention to the temple and its surroundings. The 

film’s portrayal of the spiritual ambiance and the dramatic landscape inspired many 

viewers to visit Kedarnath, leading to a noticeable increase in tourism to the region. 

(Figure 12) 
 

 
Figure 12: The Film “Kedarnath” (2018) Portraying Scene of Kedarnath Temple, 

Uttarakhand 

 

2. Encouragement of Pilgrimage and Spiritual Journeys 

Films often depict specific rituals and practices associated with religious sites, 

influencing how pilgrims engage with these traditions. By showcasing detailed and 

culturally rich portrayals of religious ceremonies, movies can shape the expectations 

and behaviours of visitors. Overall, this inspiration can lead to increased pilgrimages 

and spiritual journeys. 

 

Examples 

“Vaastav: The Reality” (1999): Directed by Mahesh Manjrekar, this crime drama 

explores the underworld of Mumbai and the journey of a young man drawn into a life of 
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crime. Amidst the chaos and violence of the city, the protagonist seeks solace in his 

faith and visits religious sites like the Ganesha Temple for redemption. The film 

portrays the spiritual journey of the protagonist as he confronts his sins and seeks 

forgiveness, highlighting the significance of religious rituals in times of crisis. (Figure 

13) 
 

 
Figure 13: The Film “Vaastav: The Reality” (1999) Showing Scene of Ganpati Aarti 

at Sanyas Ashram, Mumbai, Maharashtra 

 

“Sultan” (2016): Directed by Ali Abbas Zafar, this sports drama starring protagonist 

includes scenes shot at the Ajmer Sharif Dargah in Rajasthan. The dargah, which is the 

shrine of the Sufi saint Khwaja Moinuddin Chishti, is a major pilgrimage site for people 

of various faiths. The film's portrayal of the dargah and the spiritual solace sought by 

the protagonist has enhanced its visibility and appeal, encouraging more visitors and 

pilgrims to this sacred site. (Figure 14) 
 

 
Figure 14: The Film “Sultan” (2016) Portraying Scene at Ajmer Sharif Dargah, 

Ajmer, Rajasthan 

 

3. Strengthening of Renowned Religious Destinations 

Bollywood films often feature well-known religious sites, further cementing their status 

as major pilgrimage and tourist destinations. These movies not only attract domestic 

tourists but also introduce these sites to an international audience, boosting global 

interest and tourism. 

 

Examples 

“Jodhaa Akbar” (2008): Directed by Ashutosh Gowariker, this historical romance 

highlighted the Dargah of Khwaja Moinuddin Chishti in Ajmer. The film’s portrayal of 
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the dargah's spiritual ambiance helped in reaffirming its significance and attracting 

more pilgrims from diverse backgrounds, thus increased its visibility and attracted 

more tourists and devotees. (Figure 15) 
 

 
Figure 15: The Film “Jodhaa Akbar” (2008) Portraying Scene of Prayer of Khwaja 

Moinuddin Chishti by Emperor Akbar and others 

 

“Raanjhanaa” (2013): directed by Aanand L. Rai, prominently features the ghats of 

Varanasi and the revered Kashi Vishwanath Temple. The movie's depiction of Varanasi's 

spiritual ambiance and picturesque ghats significantly enhanced the city's appeal as a 

tourist and pilgrimage destination. The sacred rituals and festivals portrayed in the film 

attracted a broader audience, drawing both domestic and international tourists. (Figure 

16) 
 

 
Figure 16: The Film “Raanjhanaa” (2013) Showing Scene at Ghats of Varanasi, 

Uttar Pradesh 

 

4. Cultivation of Interfaith Dialogue and Understanding 

By showcasing a variety of religious traditions and practices, Bollywood films can 

promote interfaith understanding and harmony. This not only attracts tourists from 

diverse religious backgrounds but also encourages them to explore and respect different 

faiths. 

 

Examples 

“Water” (2005): Directed by Deepa Mehta, this film explores the lives of widows in a 

Varanasi ashram during the 1930s. The film explores Hindu rituals and societal norms 

governing widow’s lives and their interactions with members of other faiths. It 

advocates for empathy and understanding across religious boundaries, challenging 
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prejudices. The film inspires tourists to engage with the cultural and religious diversity 

of India, promoting respect for people with different faith traditions. (Figure 17) 
 

 
Figure 17: The Film “Water” (2005) Portraying Scene of Ritual Celebration by 

Hindu Widows at Varanasi Ashram 

 

“My Name is Khan” (2010): Directed by Karan Johar, the film portrays the journey of a 

Muslim man who travels across various religious landscapes in India and the United 

States. The film’s emphasis on shared human values and the beauty of different faith 

traditions encourages viewers to visit and appreciate sites significant to various 

religions. (Figure 18) 
 

 
Figure 18: The Film “My Name is Khan” (2010) Portraying Scene of Muslim 

Hero at Church 

 

5. Advancement of Cultural and Heritage Appreciation 

Bollywood films often depict cultural and religious festivals, enhancing their appeal and 

attracting tourists to experience these vibrant celebrations firsthand. This promotes 

cultural and heritage values. 

 

Examples 

“Dilwale Dulhania Le Jayenge” (1995): Directed by Aditya Chopra, features the 

celebration of Karva Chauth, a traditional Hindu festival. The film's portrayal of this 

festival, along with other cultural elements like Diwali and Holi, has deeply resonated 

with audiences. This depiction promotes cultural heritage and boosts tourism to 

destinations associated with these festivals, contributing to a greater appreciation for 

Indian traditions and enriching the overall tourism experience. (Figure 19) 
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Figure 19: The Film “Dilwale Dulhania Le Jayenge” (1995) Portraying Scene of 

Celebration of Karva Chauth 

 

“Devdas” (2002): Directed by Sanjay Leela Bhansali, the film’s grand depiction of 

Durga Puja has significantly increased interest in this festival. Tourists flock to Kolkata 

during Durga Puja to experience the elaborate celebrations, rituals, and cultural 

richness portrayed in the film. This has not only promoted the festival but also 

highlighted Kolkata’s cultural heritage. (Figure 20) 
 

 
Figure 20: The Film “Devdas” (2002) Portraying Scene of Celebration of Durga 

Puja 

 

6. Enhancement of Event-Based Tourism 

Bollywood's portrayal of festivals and events can lead to a surge in tourists attending 

these events, boosting local tourism during specific times of the year. 

 

Examples 

“Zindagi Na Milegi Dobara” (2011): Directed by Zoya Akhtar, although set in Spain, 

the film’s depiction of the La Tomatina festival led to a surge in interest and 

participation in similar Indian festivals such as Holi. The vibrant portrayal of such 

events encourages event tourism and cultural exchange. (Figure 21) 
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Figure 21: The Film “Zindagi Na Milegi Dobara” (2011) Portraying Scene of 

Celebration of La Tomatina Festival in Spain 

 

“Bajirao Mastani” (2015): Directed by Sanjay Leela Bhansali, the film is a historical 

romance film based on the love story between Maratha Peshwa Bajirao I and his second 

wife, Mastani. The film showcases the grandeur of traditional Marathi festivals and 

ceremonies, including the vibrant celebrations of Ganesh Chaturthi, Holi, and Diwali. 

It inspires tourists to visit Maharashtra during festival times, contributing to a surge in 

tourism. (Figure 22) 
 

 
Figure 22: The Film “Bajirao Mastani” (2015) Portraying Scene of Celebration of 

Pinga, a Ceremonial Activity of Maharashtra 

 

7. Economic Benefits for Local Communities 

The influx of tourists inspired by Bollywood films can significantly boost the local 

economy. Increased tourism generates revenue for local businesses, including hotels, 

restaurants, and shops, and creates job opportunities. This economic boost can lead to 

improved infrastructure and better facilities for both tourists and locals. 

 

Examples 

“3 Idiots” (2009): Directed by Rajkumar Hirani, this film includes scenes shot in 

Ladakh, particularly near the Thiksey Monastery. The stunning visuals and the cultural 

significance of the location attracted many tourists. The influx of visitors helped boost 

the local economy by increasing demand for accommodation, food, and travel services, 

which also encouraged further development of infrastructure to support the growing 

tourist numbers. (Figure 23) 
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Figure 23: The Film “3 Idiots” (2009) Portraying Scene near the Thiksey 

Monastery, Ladakh 

 

“Yeh Jawaani Hai Deewani” (2013): Directed by Ayan Mukerji, this film features 

scenes shot at various pilgrimage sites, including the famous Hidimba Devi Temple in 

Manali. The film’s success and its beautiful depiction of these locations resulted in 

increased tourist interest. The resultant tourist boom brought substantial economic 

benefits to local businesses, including hotels, restaurants, and transport services. 

(Figure 24) 
 

 
Figure 24: The Film “Yeh Jawaani Hai Deewani” (2013) Portraying Scene at 

Hidimba Devi Temple in Manali, Himanchal Pradesh 

 

8. Advancements in Infrastructure 

The influx of tourists inspired by Bollywood films can lead to the development of better 

infrastructure, including roads, hotels, and other amenities, improving the overall 

tourism experience. 

 

Examples 

“Bhool Bhulaiyaa” (2007): Directed by Priyadarshan, this film is set around the 

fictional haunted palace and a temple in Rajasthan, incorporating elements of Hindu 

rituals and traditions. The film's portrayal of Rajasthan's temples and palaces attracted 

more tourists interested in exploring the cultural and religious heritage of the region. 

The increased tourist footfall prompted improvements in infrastructure, such as better 

roads, upgraded lodging options, and enhanced safety and sanitation facilities, 

benefiting both tourists and local residents. (Figure 25) 
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Figure 25: The Film “Bhool Bhulaiyaa” (2007) Portraying Scene at Jagat 

Shiromani Temple, Jaipur, Rajasthan 

 

“Rab Ne Bana Di Jodi” (2008): Directed by Aditya Chopra, this film includes scenes 

shot at the Golden Temple in Amritsar. The film's popularity brought a significant 

increase in the number of tourists and pilgrims visiting the Golden Temple. This surge 

in visitors led to improvements in the surrounding infrastructure, including better 

roads, enhanced lodging facilities, and upgraded public amenities, ensuring a better 

experience for the growing number of devotees and tourists. (Figure 26) 
 

 
Figure 26: The Film “Rab Ne Bana Di Jodi” (2008) Portraying Scene at Golden 

Temple, Amrisar, Punjab 

 

9. Addressing Challenges and Ethical Concerns 

While the depiction of religious sites in Bollywood films can boost tourism, it also 

raises challenges related to sustainability like overcrowding and the preservation of 

sacred sites. The commercialization of sacred sites, the potential for overcrowding, and 

the need to maintain the sanctity of these locations are critical issues that must be 

addressed. Apart it also raises challenges related to ethical considerations. 

 

Examples 

“Shirdi Ke Sai Baba” (1977): Directed by Ashok Bhushan, this film popularized the 

Shirdi Sai Baba Temple. While the increased footfall has benefited the local economy, it 

has also led to concerns about maintaining the sanctity of the temple and managing the 

large number of visitors. Measures need to be taken to ensure sustainable tourism 

practices to preserve the temple’s spiritual atmosphere and infrastructure. (Figure 27) 
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Figure 27: The Film “Shirdi Ke Sai Baba” Portraying Scene of Sai Baba with 

Muslim and Hindu Devotees 

 

“Haider” (2014): Directed by Vishal Bhardwaj, this adaptation of Shakespeare's 

"Hamlet" includes scenes filmed at the Martand Sun Temple in Kashmir. The film 

brought renewed interest to the temple, leading to a rise in tourist visits. However, the 

increased footfall posed risks to the preservation of the ancient ruins. This example 

illustrates the need for protective measures to safeguard historical and religious sites 

from the adverse effects of increased tourism. (Figure 28) 
 

 
Figure 28: The Film “Haider” (2014) Portraying Scene at Sun Temple, Jammu and 

Kashmir 

 

10. Collaborative Promotion with Tourism Authorities 

Collaboration between Bollywood and tourism boards can effectively promote religious 

sites and festivals, leading to coordinated efforts to boost tourism and manage its 

impacts. 

 

Examples 

“Chennai Express” (2013): Directed by Rohit Shetty, "Chennai Express" features scenic 

shots of South Indian Temples. The Tamil Nadu Tourism Board seized the opportunity 

to collaborate with the film's promotion, showcasing the state's cultural richness and 

religious diversity. This partnership not only attracted tourists interested in exploring 

the film's shooting locations but also raised awareness about Tamil Nadu's vibrant 

heritage and sacred sites. (Figure 29) 
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Figure 29: The Film “Chennai Express” (2013) Portraying Scene at Vattamalai 

Murugan Temple, Tamil Nadu 

 

“Bajrangi Bhaijaan” (2015): Directed by Kabir Khan, this film boosted tourism in 

Jammu and Kashmir by showcasing its landscapes and promoting religious harmony 

through its story of a Hindu man helping a Pakistani Muslim girl. The Jammu and 

Kashmir Tourism Board used the film’s success to attract tourists, emphasizing the 

region's beauty and cultural diversity. This collaboration promoted religious tourism 

and fostered a positive perception of Kashmir. (Figure 30) 
 

 
Figure 30: The Film “Bajrangi Bhaijaan” (2015) Showing Qawwali Song at 

Aishmuqam Dargah, Jammu and Kashmir 

 

Challenges in Promoting Religious Tourism through Bollywood Films 

The portrayal of religious themes has a profound impact on religious tourism, driving 

interest and visits to sacred locations. However, while this cinematic spotlight can 

promote tourism and economic growth, it also brings several challenges that need 

careful management to preserve the sanctity and sustainability of these religious sites 

(Figure 31). 
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Figure31: Challenges in Promoting Religious Tourism through Bollywood 

 

1. Authenticity and Representation 

Misrepresentation of Religious Practices: Films sometimes inaccurately portray 

religious practices, rituals, or beliefs, leading to misunderstandings among audiences. 

For example, a film might depict a particular ritual in a dramatized manner that does 

not align with actual practices, leading tourists to have incorrect expectations or 

disrespectful attitudes. 

 

Cultural Sensitivity: Ensuring cultural sensitivity is crucial. Misrepresenting a religion 

or its practices can lead to offense and backlash from religious communities. For 

instance, portraying sacred rituals as mere spectacles can trivialize their importance 

and offend practitioners. 

 

2. Over-commercialization 

Loss of Spirituality: The commercialization of religious sites due to their depiction in 

films can lead to a loss of spiritual atmosphere. The influx of tourists primarily 

interested in the site's cinematic significance rather than its spiritual value can disrupt 

the site's sanctity. 

 

Tourist-driven Changes: Increased tourist demand can lead to the construction of 

facilities like hotels, restaurants, and shops around religious sites. While beneficial for 

the local economy, this can alter the character and tranquillity of these sites. 
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3. Managing Tourist Influx 

Infrastructure Strain: Religious sites, especially those in remote or less developed 

areas, may not have the infrastructure to handle a sudden increase in visitors. 

Overcrowding can lead to wear and tear on the site and strain local resources such as 

water, sanitation, and transportation. 

 

Environmental Impact: An increase in tourist activity can lead to environmental 

degradation, including littering, pollution, and damage to natural landscapes 

surrounding religious sites. This is particularly concerning for sites located in 

ecologically sensitive areas. 

 

4. Economic Disparities 

Uneven Economic Benefits: While tourism can boost local economies, the benefits 

are often unevenly distributed. Larger businesses or external investors may capitalize on 

the increased tourist flow, while local communities might not see significant economic 

improvements. 

 

Price Inflation: The surge in tourism can lead to inflation in local markets, making 

goods and services more expensive for the residents. This can create a disparity between 

the economic benefits enjoyed by the tourism industry and the economic strain 

experienced by locals. 

 

5. Cultural Erosion 

Dilution of Local Traditions: The influence of tourists can lead to a dilution of local 

traditions and practices. For instance, local festivals and rituals might be altered to 

cater to tourists, losing their authenticity and original significance. 

 

Homogenization of Culture: There is a risk that the unique cultural aspects of 

religious sites might be homogenized to appeal to a broader audience. This can lead to a 

loss of cultural diversity and uniqueness. 

 

6. Security Concerns 

Managing Crowds: Large gatherings at religious sites can pose significant security 

challenges. Ensuring the safety and security of large numbers of tourists, while 

maintaining the sanctity of the site, can be a complex task for local authorities. 

 

Terrorism and Vandalism: Religious sites can become targets for terrorist activities or 

vandalism, especially when they gain high visibility through films. Ensuring the 

security of these sites requires substantial resources and planning. 
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7. Balancing Tourism and Preservation 

Preservation of Heritage: Ensuring that the historical and cultural integrity of 

religious sites is preserved while accommodating an increasing number of tourists can 

be challenging. This requires careful planning and management. 

 

Sustainable Tourism Practices: Implementing sustainable tourism practices is 

essential to mitigate the negative impacts of increased tourism. This includes managing 

waste, controlling visitor numbers, and promoting environmentally friendly practices. 

While Bollywood films have the potential to significantly boost religious 

tourism, it is essential to address these challenges proactively. Collaborative efforts 

between filmmakers, tourism authorities, local communities, and environmentalists 

are necessary to create a sustainable and respectful approach to religious tourism. This 

ensures that the benefits of tourism are maximized while preserving the cultural, 

spiritual, and environmental integrity of religious sites. 

 

Conclusion 

The depiction of religion in Bollywood movies has a multifaceted impact on religious 

tourism in India. By highlighting religious sites, practices, and festivals, Bollywood not 

only promotes these destinations but also enriches the cultural and spiritual 

experiences of tourists. However, it is crucial to balance the benefits of increased 

tourism with the need to preserve the sanctity and sustainability of these sacred sites. 

Through thoughtful and responsible filmmaking, Bollywood can continue to inspire 

religious tourism while respecting and preserving India's spiritual heritage. This can be 

achieved through cross-promotion with tourism boards, addressing sustainable 

tourism challenges, and fostering infrastructural development to support growing 

tourist numbers. 
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