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Abstract

India has a diverse range of folk and traditional arts, shaped by the social, economic, religious, and environmental
experiences of different communities. Therefore, folk dance in India is not just entertainment; it is an essential medium
through which communities express their collective memories, social relationships, beliefs, seasonal experiences, and
cultural identity. The regional diversity of Indian folk dances also reflects the deep connections between their movement,
music, work, festivals, rituals, costumes, and local traditions.

This paper examines selected Indian folk dance traditions, paying particular attention to their cultural context, community
participation, musical composition, costumes, customs, and changing modes of transmission. This study is primarily based
on the Folk Dance List, a large collection of folk dances compiled by Dr. Shweta Chaudhary during her research, collected
through online portals, regional cultural websites, magazines, books, and interviews, and supplemented with documentary
information from the Sangeet Natak Akademi and UNESCO's Intangible Cultural Heritage Resources. This paper, based
entirely on collected data, examines Garba and Dandiya-Raas from Gujarat, Hurka Baul from Uttarakhand, folk traditions
from Haryana and Himachal Pradesh, Yakshagana and Dollu Kunitha from Karnataka, Kud and Dumhal from Jammu and
Kashmir, Chhau from West Bengal, and some traditions from Sikkim. This suggests that folk dance evolves alongside
community life.

The paper discusses the impact of urbanization, migration, mass media, changing occupations, commercialization, and
stage adaptations on traditional dance practices. Rather than viewing change solely as cultural decline, the study considers
the possibility of continuity through responsible adaptation. Documentation, community participation, academic research,
transmission through younger generations, institutional support, and culturally sensitive stage performances can
contribute to preserving these traditions. The paper argues that the future of Indian folk dance depends on maintaining

meaningful connections between traditional knowledge and contemporary cultural life.
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1. Introduction

Indian performing arts reflect a complex interplay between tradition, society, religion, geography, and everyday life. Within
this broader cultural landscape, folk dance occupies a vital place because it is closely connected to the communities that
create, perform, and propagate it. Unlike forms that are primarily performed in formal institutional settings, many folk
dances historically developed in villages, agricultural fields, community spaces, temple surroundings, festivals, and social
gatherings. The reference material used for this study reflects the wide geographical range of Indian folk-dance traditions.
It includes dance practices from the northern, western, eastern, southern, central, and northeastern regions and explores
their associations with festivals, agricultural activities, religious beliefs, work, and community celebrations. For example,
the material describes Haryana's folk traditions in relation to weddings, festivals, harvests, sowing, and seasonal changes,
while Uttarakhand's Hurka Baul tradition is linked to farming.

The cultural significance of folk dance is also recognized at the institutional level. The Sangeet Natak Akademi considers the
preservation and promotion of India's traditional, folk, and tribal performing arts a key area of its work. Its Folk and Tribal
Section supports traditional practices, including festivals, training programs, workshops, and guru-shishya-based
education. Therefore, folk dance should be understood as a vibrant cultural practice. It encompasses movement vocabulary,
musical patterns, costumes, stories, meanings of rituals, community memories, and modes of social participation. Its
significance cannot be fully grasped by studying choreography alone. The social environment in which a dance is performed
is equally important.

Therefore, this paper highlights selected folk traditions as manifestations of cultural diversity and community identity. It
also considers the challenges facing these traditions in today's society and identifies possible ways of their continued

transmission.
2. Objectives of the Study
The major objectives of the study are:

1. To examine the cultural significance of selected Indian folk dances.

To understand the relationship between folk dance and community life.

To analyse the role of festivals, agriculture, ritual and social customs in the development of folk traditions.
To examine the relationship between movement, music, rhythm, costume and performance space.

To understand how folk dance contributes to regional and community identity.

To examine the effects of modernization, urbanization, migration and mass media on folk traditions.

N ooaw oW

To identify possible strategies for documentation, education and sustainable transmission of folk dance.
3. Research Methodology

The study follows a descriptive, documentary and analytical approach. The primary reference material for the paper is the
supplied compilation Folk Dance List, which contains descriptions of folk and traditional dances from different Indian
states. Selected examples have been analysed thematically rather than attempting to catalogue every dance form mentioned

in the source.

Vol. 02, No. 04 (2026): October-December Web : www.opiniontoday.co.in | Email : info@opiniontoday.co.in
© OPINION TODAY ISSN No.:3108-2661 2



http://www.opiniontoday.co.in/
mailto:info@opiniontoday.co.in

Secondary information has been consulted from authoritative cultural institutions, particularly the Sangeet Natak Akademi
and UNESCO's Intangible Cultural Heritage resources. The Sangeet Natak Akademi was established in 1953 and functions
as India's national-level institution for the preservation and promotion of performing arts. Its archival resources include
photographs, films and audio-video materials that support research in the performing arts.

The study is qualitative in nature. It focuses on recurring themes such as community participation, ritual function,
agricultural associations, musical accompaniment, costume, narrative, performance space, cultural identity and

contemporary transformation.
4. Folk Dance as an Expression of Community Life

One of the most significant characteristics of Indian folk dance is its connection with collective life. A folk dance may
emerge from a particular occupation, seasonal cycle, religious celebration, marriage ceremony, harvest, local mythology or
community gathering. The reference material shows this relationship particularly clearly in the traditions of Haryana.
Haryana's folk dances are described in connection with weddings, festivals and agricultural seasons such as sowing, harvest
and monsoon. The accompanying musical practices involve instruments including dholak, manjira, khartal, daf, bansuri,
ghungroo and other locally used instruments.

Similarly, the Hurka Baul tradition of Uttarakhand demonstrates the relationship between dance and agricultural work. The
dance is associated with cultivation of crops such as paddy and maize, while the hurka drum and singing provide its musical
foundation. The performance combines rhythmic movement, song and narrative elements. These examples indicate that
folk dance can transform everyday experience into artistic expression. Agricultural labour, seasonal change and collective
celebration become sources for movement and musical creativity. Thus, folk dance can be considered a cultural record of

community life. It preserves aspects of social history that may not necessarily exist in written form.
5. Regional Diversity of Indian Folk Dance

5.1 Northern and Himalayan Traditions

The northern and Himalayan regions demonstrate a strong relationship between folk dance, environment, agriculture and
seasonal celebration.

The supplied material refers to dances of Himachal Pradesh such as Kinnauri Nati and Namgen. Kinnauri Nati contains
movement associated with agricultural activities, while Namgen is linked with the seasonal environment and autumnal
celebration. Traditional costumes and ornaments also contribute to the visual identity of these performances.

In Uttarakhand, Hurka Baul provides another example of agricultural association. The dance incorporates singing,
drumming and group movement and demonstrates how work-related experiences can become part of a performing
tradition.

The folk traditions of Jammu and Kashmir provide an additional perspective. Kud is described in the source material as a
community and ritual dance associated with local deities and expressions of gratitude. Participation can involve different
age groups, while instruments such as drums, flute, chhaina and narsingha contribute to the musical environment.

Dumbhal represents another important Kashmiri tradition. The performance is associated with male members of the Wattal
community and includes distinctive costumes, conical headgear, group movement, banners, drums and collective singing.
These examples illustrate that northern folk dances are not uniform. They emerge from particular landscapes, occupations,

social groups and cultural beliefs.
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5.2 Western India: Garba and Dandiya-Raas

Gujarat is home to some of the most famous examples of Indian folk dance. Garba is particularly associated with Navratri
and community participation.

According to source material, Garba performances traditionally involve people gathering in an open space around a specific
symbol associated with the goddess. The dance begins at a fairly slow pace and gradually becomes more rhythmic. Drums
provide the necessary rhythmic foundation, while the song accompanies the movements.

The circular formation is particularly important. It creates a shared performance space in which people are connected
through rhythm and movement. This approach thus demonstrates how choreography can simultaneously serve as a form of
social interaction.

Dandiya Raas is another example of collaborative movement. The use of sticks creates a rhythmic interaction between
dancers, while the circular formation and musical accompaniment contribute to the energy of the performance. Source
material identifies this relationship with the larger Raas tradition and its connection to Gujarat.

The current popularity of Garba and Dandiya Raas demonstrates the ability of folk traditions to expand beyond their
original locations. Furthermore, this growing popularity raises the important question of how much cultural context should

be maintained when traditional practices are brought into new environments.
6. Southern India: Folk, Theatre and Dance-Drama

The folk traditions of South India demonstrate a deep connection between dance, theater, music, and storytelling.
Yakshagana of Karnataka is a prime example. The literature describes it as a performance tradition that incorporates music,
song, dance, acting, dialogue, narrative, and distinctive costumes. Its performances combine structured rhythmic elements
with impromptu acting and dialogue. The Bhagavata plays a key role as a guide for the singer and storyteller, while
percussion instruments like the Chenda and Mardal accompany the performers.

"o

Yakshagana demonstrates that the distinction between "dance," "theater," and "music" can shift in Indian traditional
performance. Performance isn't solely based on movement; storytelling, musical timing, characterization, costume, and
improvisation all work together.

Dollu Kunitha from Karnataka is another example. It is characterized by powerful drumming, vigorous movement, and
group formations. The large drums worn by the performers become both musical instruments and visible elements of
choreography.

These traditions demonstrate the importance of rhythm in Indian folk performance. This instrument doesn't just

accompany the dance; it can determine the quality of movement, energy, and group coordination.
7. Eastern India and Chhau

Chhau folk performance is an important example of the connection between martial movement, mythology, costume, and
community identity.

The literature describes Purulia Chhau as a mask-based dance tradition from West Bengal. It incorporates mythological
themes, particularly episodes from the Ramayana, Mahabharata, and mythology. The performances feature strong physical
movements, colorful costumes, masks, and rhythmic beats.

UNESCO considers Chhau to be a traditional dance of eastern India and has recognized three main styles associated with
Saraikela, Purulia, and Mayurbhanj. It was inscribed on the Representative List of the Intangible Cultural Heritage of
Humanity in 2010. UNESCO also noted its connection with regional festivals, martial practices, local folklore, and

community traditions.
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The use of masks sometimes poses a specific performance problem: facial expressions are limited, so emotional
communication must be achieved through body movements, postures, gestures, rhythms, and mask movements. The source
material specifically discusses this relationship between physical action and emotional representation. Chhau, therefore,
demonstrates that the vocabulary of traditional dance is often shaped by physical circumstances. A mask does not merely
adorn the performer; it alters the performer's expressive possibilities.

UNESCO has also identified challenges to the continuation of Chhau, including industrialization, economic pressures, and

the weakening of mass participation.
8. North-Eastern and Himalayan Diversity

Folk traditions from Northeast and Himalayan India provide further evidence of the connection between dance and cultural
identity.

The literature presented includes examples from Sikkim, such as Maruni, Tamang Selo, Zo-Mal-Lok, Tashi Sabdo, and
Tibetan Yak Dance. These traditions reflect festive practices, agricultural activities, community customs, and relationships
with the natural environment. For example, Zo-Mal-Lok is associated with the planting and harvesting of rice, while the
Tibetan Yak Dance demonstrates cultural respect for animals essential to life in high-altitude environments.

These examples demonstrate that folk dance can also convey ecological information. Movement, song, and performance
context can reflect the activities and environmental conditions on which communities depend.

This aspect becomes particularly important when folk dance is considered intangible cultural heritage. Cultural knowledge
is inseparable from the environment. When a community's economic or ecological conditions change, performance

traditions may also change.
9. Music, Rhythm and Instruments in Folk Dance

Music and rhythm are the structural foundation of many Indian folk dances. The relationship between dance and music is
often interactive rather than hierarchical.

Reference material identifies a variety of instruments associated with folk traditions, including drums, percussion
instruments, wind instruments, and string instruments. For example, Haryana is associated with instruments such as the
sarangi, dholak, manjira, khadtal, daf, and flute.

In Hurka Baul, the Hurka is closely linked to the dance's identity. In Dollu Kunitha, the large drum becomes central to the
visual and rhythmic character of the performance. In Yakshagana, percussion instruments support the dramatic structure.
This relationship illustrates an essential principle of folk performance: rhythm is membership. Dancers don't simply move
according to external beats; rhythmic patterns become part of their physical vocabulary.

Therefore, documentation of folk dance should include musical structures, instruments, songs and performance practices

rather than just recording choreography.
10. Costume, Visual Identity and Symbolism

Costumes are another essential part of folk performances. Traditional clothing, jewelry, headgear, masks, and colors convey
social identity, occupation, mythology, or ritual significance.

In Chhau, masks play a crucial role in identifying characters. In Dhummal, distinctive clothing and cone-shaped headgear
contribute to the visual identity of performers. In Garba, regional costumes and jewelry become part of the festival

atmosphere.
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Costume should therefore be considered part of the choreography. It influences movement, local appearance, and
characterization. A costume can also convey information about a community that movement alone cannot convey.

The relationship between costume and dance is particularly evident when traditional forms are transferred to the modern
stage. Simplifying costumes for convenience may make performances easier to organize, but it can also remove culturally

important details. Stage adaptations therefore require sensitivity to the original visual language.
11. Folk Dance, Ritual and Community Identity

Folk dance frequently occupies a space between artistic performance and ritual practice. This is particularly evident in
traditions associated with local deities, festivals, harvests, marriage ceremonies and thanksgiving.

Kud, for example, is described as a community dance associated with gratitude toward local deities. Participants gather
collectively and perform during particular seasonal circumstances.

Garba similarly demonstrates the relationship between dance and religious celebration, while Chhau is connected with
regional festival traditions. UNESCO's documentation of Chhau emphasises its role within community life and identity.
Kalbelia of Rajasthan provides another important example of the connection between dance and community identity.
UNESCO describes the songs and dances as expressions of the traditional life of the Kalbelia community and notes their
transmission through oral tradition. The form was inscribed on UNESCO's Representative List in 2010.

These examples suggest that folk dance cannot be separated from the community that sustains it. When the social context

disappears, the dance may continue as a stage performance, but its original cultural meaning can become weakened.
12. Folk Dance and Contemporary Transformation

Folk traditions have never remained completely consistent. Communities constantly adapt their cultural practices to
changing social conditions. Technology, migration, education, tourism, urbanization, and mass media have accelerated this
process.

The rise of digital media has provided new opportunities for folk artists. Performances have now expanded beyond their
original localities to reach global audiences. New generations now have access to recordings and demonstrations that
previously may not have been available outside their communities.

Furthermore, commercialization has also influenced the structure of traditional performances. Dances performed during
rituals or farming are now being shortened and performed in shorter timeframes for stage programs. The influence of the
stage has led to changes in dance costumes, shortened musical sections, and re-arranged choreography to suit the needs of
contemporary audiences and the stage.

While such changes sometimes harm cultural traditions, they also contribute to the survival of traditions. What matters is
whether adjustments are made with full knowledge of the tradition and respect for the communities that maintain it.

The UNESCO documentation of the Kalbelia community illustrates this dynamic particularly well. This tradition continues

to evolve while remaining an essential marker of the community's identity.
13. Major Challenges in Preservation
Several interconnected challenges affect the continuity of Indian folk-dance traditions.as-

13.1 Loss of Traditional Transmission

Historically, many traditions have been passed down through word of mouth or direct observation and practice. When
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younger members of a community move away from traditional practices or migrate to cities, this mode of transmission

weakens.

13.2 Commercialization
Commercial presentations prioritize visual appeal and entertainment value. While this provides opportunities for artists, it

also facilitates the simplification and modification of complex traditional contexts.

13.3 Loss of Performance Context
A ritual dance performed on a proscenium stage is not necessarily the same as the dance performed in its original

community setting. This also encourages changes in the physical and social context, potentially harming its original form.

13.4 Lack of Documentation

Although institutional documentation has increased significantly, many local variations and community-specific practices
remain poorly documented. Under the influence of modernity,

Often, even original dance forms are being documented with modifications. The Sangeet Natak Akademi has established

archive and documentation centers, highlighting the importance of systematic preservation.

13.5 Changing Economic Conditions
Traditional artists are facing financial pressure to abandon their inherited practices and find other work. UNESCO's
documentation on Chhau specifically identifies economic pressures and changing patterns of participation as challenges to

its continuation.
14. Role of Educational and Performing-Arts Institutions

Educational institutions can play an important role in connecting traditional artists with new generations of learners.

Folk dance should be introduced in performing-arts curricula not merely as a collection of steps but as a study of culture.
Students should learn about the geographical background, community, language, music, instruments, costume, stories,
rituals and performance context associated with each form.

Institutions can organize:

e  Workshops by traditional practitioners.

e Demonstration-lectures.

e TField visits to communities.

e Documentation projects.

e  Oral-history interviews.

e Audio-video archives.

e TFolk-dance festivals.

e Student research projects.

e Interdisciplinary collaborations between dance, music, theatre and visual arts.

e Digital documentation and educational resources.

The Sangeet Natak Akademi's programmes provide an institutional example of this approach. Its Folk and Tribal Section

supports festivals, workshops and training initiatives, including personalized traditional learning models.
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Academic institutions should therefore work with traditional practitioners rather than treating folk dance only as an object

of study.
15. Suggestions
The following measures may strengthen the preservation and contemporary relevance of Indian folk dance:

1. Community-centred documentation: Documentation should involve practitioners and community members so
that local knowledge is accurately represented.

2. Oral-history projects: Interviews with senior artists can preserve information about performance practices, songs,
rituals, costumes and changes over time.

3. Curricular inclusion: Folk traditions should be integrated into performing-arts education through practical and
theoretical courses.

4. Artist-led workshops: Students should learn directly from traditional practitioners whenever possible.
Digital archives: Audio, video, photographs, interviews and written documentation should be systematically
preserved.

6. Responsible stage adaptation: Choreographers should distinguish between cultural preservation and creative
reinterpretation and clearly identify when a traditional form has been adapted.

7. Support for young practitioners: Scholarships, fellowships, performance opportunities and training programmes
can encourage younger generations to continue traditional practices.

8. Regional research: Researchers should document local variations rather than presenting folk dance as a single
standardized form.

9. Interdisciplinary study: Dance should be studied alongside music, anthropology, history, costume, theatre and
visual culture.

10. International cultural exchange: Folk traditions can be presented internationally while retaining appropriate

cultural context and crediting the communities and artists responsible for their transmission.
16. Findings and Discussion

The study indicates that Indian folk dance is best understood as a multidimensional cultural practice. Four major findings
emerge.

First, folk dance is closely related to community life. Agricultural activities, festivals, religious observances, marriage
ceremonies and seasonal changes frequently provide the context for performance.

Second, folk dance integrates several artistic components. Movement, rhythm, song, instruments, costume, narrative and
spatial arrangement function together. Yakshagana and Chhau particularly demonstrate the relationship between dance
and dramatic performance.

Third, folk dance contributes to cultural identity. UNESCO's documentation of Chhau and Kalbelia demonstrates that
traditional performing arts can function as markers of community identity and continuity.

Fourth, traditions are capable of adaptation. Contemporary performance spaces, media and audiences can create new
opportunities, but adaptation needs to be informed by historical and cultural understanding.

Therefore, preservation should not mean freezing a tradition in a single historical form. Instead, it should ensure that

communities retain the knowledge, agency and opportunities necessary to continue developing their own traditions.
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17. Conclusion

Indian folk dances constitute an extensive cultural landscape in which movement, music, ritual, occupation, environment
and community identity intersect. The selected traditions discussed in this paper—ranging from Garba and Dandiya-Raas
to Hurka Baul, Kud, Dumhal, Yakshagana, Dollu Kunitha, Chhau and selected north-eastern traditions—demonstrate the
remarkable diversity of Indian cultural expression.

The study also shows that folk dance is not simply a historical remnant. It continues to exist within changing social
circumstances. Some traditions have entered formal stages, cultural festivals, educational institutions and digital platforms,
while others remain closely associated with local communities.

The major challenge is therefore not simply to preserve dance movements but to preserve the knowledge systems and
cultural relationships that give those movements meaning. Documentation, education, community participation and
institutional support can help create conditions in which traditional artists and younger generations can continue their
cultural practices.

The future of Indian folk dance depends upon a balance between continuity and creativity. Tradition provides knowledge,
identity and historical depth, while contemporary contexts provide new spaces for expression. When change takes place
with cultural understanding and respect for practitioners, folk dance can remain a living and evolving component of India’s

intangible cultural heritage.
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