
Religious Studies experts use a variety of methods to carry out their investigations. Here, we are 
focusing on using methods of sociology by analysing sociological data. Most of the data on these pages 
comes from the Pew Research Center’s 2021 survey of 29,999 Indian adults. The report on the results is 
called ‘Religion in India: Tolerance and Segregation’. 

1. India: religion in numbers
The 2011 India Census gives the population of India as 
1,219,854,977 – that is nearly 1.21 billion people – with 
nearly 500 million (that is, nearly half) of those aged 19 
and under. The UK population is currently around 68 
million – about 5 per cent of the total in India in 2011. 
India has 20 times more people than the UK, but is only 
13 times bigger in terms of land mass.

India’s adult population by religion: according to the 
Pew Research Center report: 

Religion % of adults Number of 
adults

Hindus1 81.0 615,587,181
Muslims 12.9 97,689,555

Christians 2.4 18,512,051
Sikhs 1.9 14,416,821

Buddhists 0.7 5,653,119
Jains 0.4 3,299,660

Other religions 0.6 4,641,403
Total: 759,799,790

The headline given to this data in the report is: 

‘India is majority Hindu, but religious minorities have 
sizeable populations.’ 

Just by reading that headline, we know certain facts 
without even looking at the data. For example, we know 
that Hindus are in the majority in India. 

A headline can focus our attention on data in many ways, 
including summarising the overall picture, highlighting 
the size of particular numbers, or helping to bust or 
reinforce stereotypes. 

a.  Look at the data from the Pew Research Centre on the 
chart above. Write three headlines that would each 
focus people’s attention on important information 
from the data. Decide whether you would like each 
headline to:

• summarise all the data
• focus on the larger or smaller numbers
• focus on invisible numbers (is there anyone NOT 

represented by this data?)
• compare two of the numbers
• do something else.

b.  Compare and contrast your headlines with those of 
a partner. Did you focus on the same data? Did you 
interpret the data in the same ways?

c.  The table shows the size of religion in India, in order of 
number of adherents. Find out the Census 2011 data on 
religion in England and Wales to compare. Find or draw 
a pie chart to make it easy to compare.

• Which groups are in the majority, and which 
are minorities in India? In the UK? What are the 
similarities and differences between the majority and 
minority groups in the two countries?

• In a group, list three new facts you have learned. 
Compare with facts selected by the others in your 
class and use them to create a class list of ‘Five facts 
you need to know about religion in India and the 
UK’. As a class, you will need to decide the criteria 
for which facts make the cut: you could choose facts 
focusing on religious majorities and minorities, facts 
you think would surprise someone, facts you think 
are important for people to know, or different criteria. 

2. What is being part of a religion 
all about?
d.  Filling in the blanks. Resource 5.2 (online) gives you a 

copy of the infographic for sections 2 and 3 but without 
the results. Using what you know from the information 
above and your study of religion so far, estimate the 
results and fill them in on the diagrams. 

e.  Infographic analysis 1 Look at the infographic on 
pp. 16–17 of the book and find the data on ways 
to interpret religions. With a partner, answer 
these questions: 

• In which religious groups did the majority of adults 
say there was one true way? 

• In which groups did a minority of adults say there was 
one true way? 

• In which group did more people say there was more 
than one true way than only one true way? 

f.  Infographic analysis 2 On the infographic, find the data 
about being part of a religion. This is based on people’s 
ideas about who cannot be part of their religion. In a 
small group, look at the data on Hindu perspectives. 
Find the fact that surprises you the most, and explain 
why. Now repeat for Muslim perspectives. 

1  The Pew report talks about Hindus and Hinduism. Many people from within that diverse tradition prefer it to be called Sanatan Dharma or Hindu 
Dharma. Here, however, we will stick with ‘Hinduism’, based on the report’s terminology.

Ch
all

en
gin

g K
no

wl
ed

ge
 in

 RE
 vo

l 4
: S

tud
yin

g r
eli

gio
n

Re
so

ur
ce

 5.
1

Photocopiable by purchasing institutions © Copyright RE Today Services 2022

Religion in India: data and diversity 



g.  Most of the data on the being part of a religion 
charts is based on actions; only one piece of data is 
based on belief about God. In your group, note down 
at least three things you notice about the different 
perspectives on not believing in God given by Hindus 
and Muslims. Include how the percentages given for 
not believing in God compare with those linked to 
food laws, celebrations and worship for both religions. 
Compare these results with your estimate on the blank 
infographic, Resource 5.2 (online). How close did you 
get to estimating correctly? What most surprises you 
about the data?

h.  The Pew Research Center’s report on its survey states: 

‘Indians are split over whether being a member of their 
religious group … is mainly a matter of religion, mainly 
a matter of culture or ancestry, or some combination of 
religion and culture/ancestry. There is no clear consensus 
on this in any of the six religious groups. Among Hindus 
in India, for example, there is no single understanding of 
what it means to be a Hindu.’ (p. 108)

Highlight the key words in this quote, then summarise it 
in one sentence. Write a short paragraph about what you 
thought being part of a religion is all about, and what 
difference looking at the Pew data has made. 

3. Beliefs
i.  Certainty about God The first chart in the belief in 

God section on the infographic shows the percentage 
of Indians from each religious group who do and do not 
believe in God. Write three statements based on the 
data on this chart – two should be true and one false. 
Swap with a partner and see if they can detect your false 
statement. Select one thing that is most surprising in 
this data. How do you explain these results? Discuss with 
your class. 

j.  Nature of God The second chart in this section looks at 
different ways in which people understand God. It gives 
four options: 

A. Only one God B. Only one God with 
many manifestations

C. Many gods D. Do not believe in God

For each religious group, put these options into order of 
popularity by using the letters from the list above. E.g. 
the Hindu group would be: B, A, C, D. Work out if any 
religious groups have similar or different letter ordering. 
What is the most interesting fact you learnt from looking 
at data on this chart and why? 

k.  Wider beliefs Working with a partner, go back to 
Resource 5.2, the blank infographic (online), and fill in 
your estimates for how different religions will respond 
to questions about beliefs. Next look at the results 
on the infographic. How well did you do with your 
estimates? Note down some surprises or information 
that puzzles you. 

l.  The Pew Report states: 

‘India is home to a wide range of religious traditions, 
which is evident in the blend of beliefs held by its people – 
some of which cross religious lines.’ (p. 193)

As a class, comment on how the data connects with what 
you have been learning in RE. How can you explain the 
blending in India?

4. Representing religion in India
Look at the whole infographic. You have probably realised 
that religion in India is not neat and tidy. Lots of people 
are members of religions and believe in God, and people 
can belong to the same religion yet have very different 
ideas about its teachings, practices and beliefs. 

How could you help someone who has not seen the report 
to understand about the ‘feel’ of religion in India without 
using fact and figures? 

Think about how you could show the situation in a 
creative way, for example by producing a piece of 
music, poetry, art, poetry or photography to show the 
overall picture of religion in India. Remember to write a 
paragraph explaining how your creative work effectively 
depicts the real situation.
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Before your students do the estimating activity 
(d) in Resource 5.1 online, you might like to 
choose one or both of these activities, to help 
them with their recall of past learning and 
prepare them for their work analysing the data 
from the Pew Survey.

3D internal/external representation Get students 
to work in groups. One willing member of each group 
should stand with their back against a wall. As a group, 
students should work together to show what it means 
to be a member of a religious worldview. (This should 
not be based on a particular religion – get them to 
focus on religions in general.) They should do this by 
putting sticky notes on the wall, surrounding their 
group volunteer. These notes should contain ideas 
about how someone might show they are a member of 
a religion externally (students should think about how 
people might have particular ways of living, rituals, 
daily practices etc. due to being part of a religion). 

Then students should place sticky notes on the group 
volunteer, showing their ideas about how being a 
member of a religion might affect someone internally 
(considering beliefs, thoughts, emotions, values etc.). 
Take a photo of the result – they will need this later!

2D internal/external representation The students 
work independently. They each select a specific 
religion, either Christianity, Hinduism or Islam, then 
show what it might mean to be a member of that 
religion by sketching the outline of a human, and 
writing inside it how being a member of their chosen 
religion might shape someone internally. Around the 
outside, they write about how being a member of 
that religion might affect someone’s external actions. 
To complete this task they may need to research 
beliefs, ideas, values, life and practices within their 
chosen religion.

After students have completed activities d–h, ask 
them to look back at their 2D and 3D internal/external 
representations – in light of people’s responses from the 
Pew Research Centre’s survey and report, would they 
choose to change anything on these?

Students can do the same after exploring the data on 
beliefs. 

Representing religion in India
After the activities from the book, get students to look at 
the whole infographic. You might show them additional 
pages from the report itself, as it gives much more 
information. The data gives lots to consider. Among other 
things, see if they have noticed:

• links between religion and culture
• people following teachings of religions they do not 

belong to
• people within one religion holding a range of ideas 

about God
• people clearly seeing themselves as followers of 

particular religions
• people not believing in the teachings of their own 

religion
• people having different opinions about what makes 

someone a member of their religion

They will probably have realised that religion in India is 
not neat and tidy. Lots of people in India are members of 
religions and believe in God, and people can belong to 
the same religion yet have very different ideas about its 
teachings, practices and beliefs. 

Ask students to think about creative ways of helping 
someone who has not seen the report to understand the 
‘feel’ of religion in India without using fact and figures. 
For example, they could produce a piece of music, poetry, 
art, poetry or photography to show the overall picture 
of religion in India. Remember to get them to write a 
paragraph explaining how your creative work effectively 
depicts the data.

Additional teaching and learning 
activities for using the infographic 

Resource 5.3 online

Additional activities are  
available on Resource 5.3  
(online) (see www.natre.org.uk/ 
bqic-challenging-knowledge-in-re)
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‘Religion in India: Tolerance and Segregation’, Pew Research Center, Washington, D.C. (29 June 2021) pewrsr.ch/3phXet5


