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Abstract 

In contemporary India, classical dance is a dynamic dialogue between tradition and innovation, and Bharatanatyam is a prime 

example of this cultural struggle. From its beginnings as a sacred temple art with roots in devotional practice, Bharatanatyam 

has evolved into a popular performance tradition that combines spiritual, artistic, and social elements. In the contemporary era, 

it has moved beyond its ceremonial framework to engage with a diverse spectrum of audiences on a national and worldwide 

scale. Modern practitioners continue to use the structured language of mudras, abhinaya, and rhythmic frameworks while 

experimenting with new concepts, narratives, and multidisciplinary collaborations. This adaptability allows Bharatanatyam to 

address pressing social concerns, recreate mythical stories, and incorporate multimedia elements, ensuring its continued 

relevance in a cultural setting that is changing quickly.  

Its ability to blend continuity and change is what gives Bharatanatyam its durability. Although discipline and adherence to 

classical technique are highly valued in traditional instruction, younger dancers are increasingly experimenting with avant-

garde choreographies that appeal to modern sensibilities. Larger trends in Indian classical dance, where tradition is a vibrant, 

always changing art form, are reflected in this paradox. The evolution of Bharatanatyam in contemporary India highlights the 

importance of artistic creativity, cultural identity, and global interconnectedness. India's varied cultural narrative is supported 

by this example of how traditional forms may accept modernity while retaining a strong connection to tradition. 
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Introduction 

One of the oldest forms of human expression is dance. 

Humans used dance to express their feelings, anxieties, joys, 

thanksgiving, and dedication long before they could write or 

etch symbols into stone. One could demonstrate triumph 

with an uplifted arm, humility with a lowered head, and joy 

with a rhythmic footstep. Therefore, dance is more than just 

a physical skill; it is a language of the heart, a silent poetry 

that enables people to communicate in ways that words 

cannot. Dance has served as a link between the material and 

the spiritual, between personal feeling and shared memory, 

in all cultures across the globe. Dance holds a particularly 

holy place in Indian civilizational history, where it serves as 

a vehicle for discipline, devotion, storytelling, and artistic 

development (Bharata, 2016) [3].  

The intellectual and creative underpinnings of Indian 

classical dance are contained in the Natya Shastra, an 

ancient treatise credited to Bharata Muni. Drama, music, 

dance, gesture, emotion, and stagecraft are all described in 

this enormous text as a single artistic philosophy that aims 

to elevate the human spirit. The classical interpretation 

holds that dance is not only done for enjoyment but also to 

cultivate rasa, the emotional essence that gives the audience 

the capacity to feel joy, compassion, amazement, courage, 

and tranquility. The dancer teaches, uplifts, and spiritually 

raises the audience in addition to providing entertainment. 

Through intense training, the grammar of posture, balance, 

rhythm, expression, and symbolism that underpins every 

movement has been passed down from generation to 

generation (Jha, 2024) [10].  

From a historical standpoint, classical dance's continued 

existence is evidence of its tenacity. Many traditional art 

forms saw a fall throughout the colonial era as a result of 

diminished patronage, shifting moral values, and social 

reform initiatives. Nonetheless, the twentieth century saw a 

cultural renaissance spearheaded by academics, artists, and 

organizations who gave traditional customs their respect and 

widespread recognition. Cultural policies implemented after 

independence improved training facilities, international 

outreach, and institutional support even more. Classical 

dance still balances artistic independence with the 

preservation of cultural traditions. As a result, studying 

traditional dance in modern India is crucial for cultural, 

sociological, and historical research in addition to being an 

artistic endeavor. It aids in comprehending how tradition 

preserves its essential characteristics while adjusting to 

modernity. It shows how governmental policies, economic 

systems, societal transformation, and technology influence 

are all reflected in art. It also emphasizes how community 

involvement, educational systems, and cultural 

organizations all contribute to the preservation of intangible 

cultural heritage (Rao, 2023, p. 45) [20].  

The strength of Indian classical dance is its capacity to 

combine creativity with discipline. Personal expression and 

creative distinctiveness are made possible by the 

interpretation of emotion, even when the pattern of gestures 

and motions is rigorously prescribed. By utilizing the hands 

to represent thoughts, the feet to produce rhythmic patterns, 

and the eyes to portray emotion, the dancer transforms into a 

storyteller and messenger. Living performances that 

preserve cultural memory are created from mythological 

stories found in the Ramayana, Mahabharata, Puranas, and 

devotional poetry. Indian classical dance lies in its ability to 

merge discipline with creativity. While the structure of 

movements and gestures is strictly codified, the 

interpretation of emotion allows for personal expression and 

artistic individuality. The dancer becomes both storyteller 

and messenger, using the eyes to convey emotion, the hands 
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to symbolize ideas, and the feet to create rhythmic patterns. 

Mythological narratives from the Ramayana, Mahabharata, 

Puranas, and devotional poetry are transformed into living 

performances that keep cultural memory alive. Thus, 

classical dance acts as a repository of history, literature, 

religion, and social values. This paper explores how 

Bharatanatyam continue to evolve in contemporary India 

while retaining its aesthetic discipline and spiritual essence. 

It examines how dancers negotiate tradition and creativity, 

how institutions shape training and performance 

opportunities, and how audiences engage with classical art 

in the modern age. Ultimately, this research attempts to 

highlight classical dance as a cultural force that sustains 

identity, nurtures creativity, and strengthens India’s 

civilizational continuity in an increasingly globalized world. 

 

Review of Literature 

Academics, historians, and performers have long studied 

Indian classical dance. Ancient Sanskrit writings, 

contemporary books, scholarly articles, and official 

government publications are among the materials that are 

available. These resources aid in comprehending the history, 

philosophy, development, and current state of Indian 

classical dance. The Natya Shastra, credited to Bharata 

Muni, is the most significant classical source. It describes 

the fundamentals of gestures, emotions (bhava), dance, 

drama, music, and aesthetic experience (rasa). In order to 

comprehend the evolution of Indian performing arts, 

numerous academics have translated and analyzed this 

work. The Abhinaya Darpana, which explains the hand 

gestures, eye movements, face expressions, and body 

postures utilized in classical dance, is another important 

literature. The theoretical underpinnings of all Indian 

classical dance styles are found in these works (Patel, 2022) 

[16].  

Sunil Kothari and Kapila Vatsyayan are two contemporary 

authors who have written extensively about Indian classical 

dance traditions. While Sunil Kothari has chronicled a 

variety of dance traditions, including Bharatanatyam, 

Kathak, Odissi, and Kathakali, Kapila Vatsyayan has 

researched the philosophical and cultural significance of 

Indian art and dance. Their creations offer stylistic elements, 

historical context, and details on significant dancers and 

organizations. The resurgence of classical dance during the 

national movement and the function of cultural 

organizations following independence are covered in a 

number of articles and research studies. Reports and 

publications about training facilities, festivals, scholarships, 

and preservation initiatives are published by government 

organizations like the Sangeet Natak Akademi. These 

resources aid in comprehending the ways that traditional 

dance is promoted in modern-day India (Kothari, 1989 & 

Vatsyayan, 1977) [12, 25].  

With a heavy reliance on O'Shea and Puri, Tulsi Juhi (2021) 

[11] emphasizes post-colonial rebirth (e.g., Rukmini Devi, 

anti-nautch movement) and modern fusion. Although 

secondary sources implicitly cite ancient writings like the 

Natya Shastra, original analysis is scarce, and the Abhinaya 

Darpana is not mentioned. The adaptation of Bharatanatyam 

from its temple devadasi roots to its global activism is 

persuasively argued in the paper using these.  

Using socio-cultural pedagogy, Kalpana Mukunda Iyengar 

(2014) [9] investigates Bharatanatyam as a tool for the 

development of transnational literacy and skills among 

Asian Indian diaspora youth. To promote cultural 

identification, emotional expression (such as navarasas), and 

cognitive development outside of the official US school 

curriculum, Bharatanatyam incorporates multidisciplinary 

components such as music, semiotics, history, and 

aesthetics. The author emphasizes mediated learning 

through community, teachers, and performance, which is in 

opposition to Vygotskian socio-cultural theory. In 

comparison to studies of ballet or flamenco, it draws 

attention to research gaps about the cognitive benefits of 

Bharatanatyam.  

Using a Dalit saint's narrative to challenge appropriation and 

the Brahminical gaze, Preethi Ramaprasad (2024) [17] 

examines how Bharatanatyam choreography repeatedly 

expresses caste through the well-known Nandanar 

Charitram repertoire. Despite iterative performativity (per 

Butler/Conquergood), she contends that typical depictions 

(e.g., slumped posture, imploring motions) by dominant-

caste dancers perpetuate caste hierarchies. It urges 

Bahujan/Dalit viewpoints for disruption by contrasting 

historical cinema protests and normative representations 

with subversive ones (such as dynamic frustration). Draws 

attention to the caste and gender violence that 

Bharatanatyam has its roots in (such as devadasi erasing); it 

also asks for diasporic reckoning in the face of persistent 

discrimination.  

In her analysis of historical gender dynamics in 

Bharatanatyam, Antara Gupta (2022) [7] contends that, 

despite the form's neutral origins in texts such as Natya 

Shastra and Abhinaya Darpanam, female supremacy is 

driven by socio-historical causes rather than physical or 

religious ones. The Tanjore Quartet, a group of male gurus 

from the 19th century, institutionalized Bharatanatyam, 

which began as Sadir Attam by devadasis in Tamil Nadu 

temples. It was moved on proscenium stages by revivalists 

like as Rukmini Devi Arundale, who maintained tandava 

(male strength) while highlighting feminine delicacy. Gupta 

links bias to the Vedic Shiva-Parvati duality (tandava-lasya) 

through female figurines from the Harappan era.  

Krithika V. Balaji (2024) [1] argues that Bharatanatyam—

rooted in Natya Shastra—is a therapeutic practice akin to 

yoga, emphasizing under-researched wellness benefits over 

aesthetic focus. Training involves yoga-like stretches, 

adavus (basic steps) for agility, and 108 karanas 

(coordinated poses) that build strength, flexibility, 

respiratory efficiency, and musculoskeletal health. Postures 

(bhangas: abhanga, samabhanga, atibhanga, tribhanga) 

enhance balance; mudras overlap with yoga (e.g., hamsasya 

as gyan mudra) for healing. Studies cited show improved 

pulmonary function and body composition in practitioners. 

Practices foster discipline via guru-shishya tradition, 

concentration through rhythm synchronization 

(nattuvangam), and emotional ventilation via bhavas/rasas 

(e.g., nava rasas including shantam). Natya Yoga aids stress 

relief; multitasking in nritta/nritya/natya boosts cognitive 

coordination and meditative states.  

Without using experimental evidence, Sloka Iyengar and 

other authors (2021) [24] draw attention to Bharatanatyam 

practitioners (some neuroscientists) who suggest 

connections between the Natya Shastra-based dance style 

and brain research. Through complex nritta (rhythm), nritya 

(expression), and natya (story), Bharatanatyam training 

promotes long-term neural plasticity in the hippocampus, 

motor/premotor cortex, and cerebellum. In turn, 
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neuroscience explains things like mirror neurons 

(premotor/parietal cortex), which allow for arangetram 

(debut) preparation and observational learning from gurus. 

 

Research Gap 

Based on the literature review, the historical development 

and aesthetic foundations of Bharatnatyam have been 

extensively studied; there is not much research about its 

sociocultural standing in modern-day India. Current 

research frequently ignores how urbanization, globalization, 

and digital media alter its practice and perception in favor of 

focusing on technical details or spiritual origins. Not enough 

research has been done on how tradition interacts with 

contemporary identity politics, gender relations, and cultural 

commodification.  

Additionally, not enough research has been done on how 

younger generations deal with authenticity and creativity in 

Bharatnatyam. This disparity emphasizes the necessity for 

multidisciplinary studies that bridge the gap between 

classical heritage and modern lived realities by placing 

Bharatnatyam within India's changing sociocultural context.  

 

Research Methodology  

The methodical framework for gathering, analyzing, and 

interpreting data for scholarly research is known as research 

methodology. It describes the research methodology, data 

type, sources consulted, instruments employed, and study 

constraints. Academic openness, dependability, and clarity 

are guaranteed by a well-organized process. The current 

study mostly uses descriptive and interpretative analysis 

rather than numerical measurement because it focuses on 

classical dance in modern India, a cultural, historical, and 

artistic topic. In general, research methodology can be 

divided into two categories: qualitative and quantitative. 

While qualitative methodology concentrates on descriptive 

data, interpretation, cultural meaning, and contextual 

knowledge, quantitative methodology works with numerical 

data, statistical measurement, and quantifiable factors. Since 

aesthetic traditions, historical narratives, social 

transformation, institutional frameworks, and creative 

practices are all part of classical dance and cannot be 

adequately quantified by numbers alone, the current study 

uses a qualitative research technique. (Kothari, 2004; 

Creswell, 2014) [5, 13].  

The data included in the study came from secondary 

sources. Information that has already been published in 

books, scholarly journals, research papers, institutional 

reports, digital archives, and reliable educational websites is 

referred to as secondary data. This study has included both 

descriptive and analytical methodologies. Factual data about 

dancing customs, institutional structures, and historical 

advancements are presented through descriptive analysis. In 

modern India, patterns of change, cultural adaptation, policy 

influence, and innovative experimentation are all examined 

through analytical interpretation.  

 

Classical Dances in India: A Historical Perspective  

Indian classical dance represents the spiritual, social, and 

cultural development of Indian civilization and is more than 

just an artistic heritage. The development of classical dance 

reflects the larger historical shifts in Indian civilization, 

from holy ceremonial traditions to royal sponsorship, 

colonial disturbance, and modern resurgence. Recognizing 

this development makes it easier to see how dance has 

endured despite shifting political and cultural contexts 

(Nayak, 2021) [15].  

The ancient Sanskrit text known as the Natya Shastra, which 

is generally credited to Bharata Muni and dates from 

between 200 BCE and 200 CE, contains the earliest basis of 

Indian classical dance. Detailed guidelines for theater, 

music, dance, gesture, facial expression, stage design, and 

emotional communication are laid out in this literature. The 

book claims that dancing was developed as a divine art form 

with the purpose of educating and uplifting society's morals. 

The foundation of Indian performance philosophy is the 

principle of rasa, or aesthetic emotion, which emphasizes 

that art should arouse in viewers a sense of spiritual 

awareness and emotional refinement. Religious rites and 

temple rituals were closely related to dance. The sacred 

importance of dance in worship is confirmed by temple 

sculptures from locations like Chidambaram, Khajuraho, 

Konark, and Ellora that feature dancing figures. While 

devotional movements like Bhakti reinforced dance as an 

expression of spiritual surrender and narrative, the Devadasi 

tradition in South India maintained dance as a type of ritual 

service (Sen, 2025) [22].  

Under the support of monarchs, temples, and aristocratic 

courts, dance genres developed locally over many centuries. 

Local music, language, costume, and storytelling customs 

all shaped the development of each region's unique style. In 

Tamil Nadu, Bharatanatyam thrived; in North Indian courts, 

Kathak developed by incorporating Persian influences; in 

Odisha, Odissi mirrored the aesthetics of temple sculpture; 

in Vaishnav devotional culture, Manipuri emerged; in 

Kerala, Kathakali and Mohiniyattam evolved with strong 

musical and theatrical traditions; in Andhra Pradesh, 

Kuchipudi emerged as a dance-drama tradition; and in 

Assamese monasteries, Sattriya originated. Professional 

training, intricate costumes, refined music, and sophisticated 

theater were all made possible by royal funding. Dance 

developed became a significant component of religious 

festivals, court entertainment, and inter-kingdom cultural 

diplomacy. Through the guru-shishya parampara, 

knowledge was passed down orally, guaranteeing the 

preservation of custom and practice (Ligam & Maurya, 

2023) [14]. Traditional patronage structures were upset by the 

arrival of British colonial rule in the eighteenth century. 

Temple institutions deteriorated, royal courts shrank, and 

many traditional artists lost their sources of income. Social 

stigma against hereditary performers resulted from 

Victorian moral attitudes' misinterpretation of temple dance 

customs. Traditional dancing societies were further 

marginalized by missionary influence and legislative 

reforms. Classical dance thus saw a sharp drop in 

institutional backing and public standing. Numerous dance 

traditions were in danger of dying out or becoming less 

distinctive. But this time also made Indian intellectuals more 

conscious of the importance of conserving indigenous 

cultural heritage as a component of nationalist identity 

(Ivancic & Dharia, 2023; Rao, 2018; Prepp, 2023) [8, 18, 21].  

Classical dance in modern India is still developing in a 

culturally globalized setting. While keeping technological 

underpinnings, artists explore with new ideas, 

multidisciplinary collaboration, multimedia staging, and 

social tales. Digital archives and online learning 

environments improve documentation and accessibility. 

However, issues like audience fragmentation, 

commercialization, and striking a balance between 
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innovation and authenticity continue to exist. Classical 

dance is nevertheless a dynamic, living heritage that 

creatively navigates continuity and change in spite of these 

complications. Indian classical dance has shown incredible 

adaptability and durability throughout its history. Dance has 

undergone numerous transformations while maintaining its 

philosophical foundation, from its religious beginnings to 

royal patronage, colonial decline, nationalist resurgence, and 

contemporary globalization. The appreciation of classical 

dance as a cultural legacy that still influences modern 

culture is enhanced by knowledge of this historical journey 

(Balaji & Jayanthi, 2025; Rao, 2023; Chaturvedi, 2025) [2, 4, 

20]. 

 

Impact of Bharatanatyam in Contemporary Society 

From its hallowed temple roots to its current function as a 

socio-political tool, Bharatanatyam, one of India's oldest 

and most beloved classical dance genres, has experienced a 

remarkable metamorphosis. Bharatanatyam is a dynamic 

cultural practice that navigates identity, politics, and social 

change in contemporary society rather than just being an 

artistic performance. Its development addresses current 

concerns of gender, caste, and cultural representation while 

also reflecting larger historical trends of colonial disruption, 

nationalist resurgence, and globalization. Bharatanatyam's 

historical background is fundamental to its sociopolitical 

influence in modern society. Bharatanatyam was once 

practiced as a ceremonial sacrifice in temples, but during the 

colonial era, it was stigmatized because of Victorian 

morality and the Anti-Nautch movement, which 

disenfranchised hereditary artists and upended established 

patronage structures (Rao, 2018) [21]. However, 

Bharatanatyam was saved from extinction and repositioned 

as a symbol of national identity by nationalist intellectuals 

and reformers who reinterpreted it as a representation of 

India's cultural legacy (Ivancic & Dharia, 2023) [8]. The 

current use of Bharatanatyam as a vehicle for social 

commentary and cultural diplomacy was made possible by 

this resurgence.  

Bharatanatyam evolved became a means of expressing 

cultural pride and continuity in the years following 

independence. The dance's validity was strengthened both 

domestically and internationally by state institutions, 

academies, and cultural groups who promoted it as a 

component of India's intangible heritage. Through 

institutionalization, Bharatanatyam was able to become 

recognized as a pan-Indian art form, transcending its 

regional origins in Tamil Nadu. While adjusting pedagogy 

to contemporary educational frameworks, the guru–shishya 

parampara (teacher-disciple tradition) also guaranteed 

continuity of technique and philosophy (Ligam & Maurya, 

2023) [14]. As a result, Bharatanatyam developed into a 

forum for invention as well as a storehouse of tradition.  

By addressing concerns of social justice, representation, and 

identity, Bharatanatyam serves as a socio-political 

instrument in modern society. Dance is being used more and 

more by artists to emphasize issues including human rights, 

environmental issues, caste prejudice, and gender equality. 

Bharatanatyam offers a way to articulate underrepresented 

perspectives and subvert prevailing narratives through 

symbolic gestures and expressive storytelling. For example, 

Dalit artists reclaim Bharatanatyam as a site of resistance 

and empowerment, while feminist reinterpretations 

challenge patriarchal norms ingrained in traditional 

repertory (Priyas Nadanaloga, 2025) [19]. By maintaining its 

technical underpinnings while broadening its thematic 

breadth, these interventions demonstrate how 

Bharatanatyam balances continuity and change. 

The sociopolitical influence of Bharatanatyam has been 

further enhanced by globalization. In transnational 

circumstances, the dance becomes a symbol of cultural 

identity and belonging when diasporic communities adopt it. 

Cultural diplomacy is frequently practiced through 

performances overseas, which promote intercultural 

communication while exhibiting India's heritage (Team 

Saanwee, 2025) [26]. However, the widespread use of 

Bharatanatyam raises concerns about cultural appropriation, 

commercialization, and authenticity. Online learning and 

digital platforms increase accessibility, but they also run the 

risk of commodifying sacred activities and weakening 

traditional rigor (Balaji & Jayanthi, 2025) [2]. As a result, the 

globalization of Bharatanatyam represents both chances for 

cross-cultural interaction and difficulties maintaining 

authenticity.  

The ability of Bharatanatyam to transcend cultural 

boundaries is another aspect of its sociopolitical relevance. 

Bharatanatyam appeals to a wide range of people and 

promotes inclusivity by combining modern themes and 

interdisciplinary partnerships. Its significance is extended 

beyond conventional bounds by multimedia staging, fusion 

with different creative forms, and interaction with societal 

narratives (Dundappa Sarashetti, 2023) [6]. In this sense, 

Bharatanatyam transforms into a dynamic tradition that 

balances tradition and contemporary, creativity and 

continuity. 

In today's world, Bharatanatyam still faces obstacles despite 

its tenacity. The dance's philosophical profundity could be 

undermined by commercialization and audience 

fragmentation, which could reduce it to simple 

entertainment. Discussions concerning what defines "true" 

Bharatanatyam are sparked by the conflict between 

authenticity and creativity. Furthermore, access and 

recognition within the dance community are still shaped by 

the history of gender and caste hierarchies. In order to 

overcome these obstacles, Bharatanatyam's sociopolitical 

aspects must be critically examined, guaranteeing that the 

art form continues to be a forum for empowerment and 

discussion rather than exclusion.  

In the end, Bharatanatyam's sociopolitical influence on 

modern society stems from its capacity to represent 

flexibility and perseverance. Bharatanatyam has consistently 

evolved while maintaining its philosophical foundation, 

moving from religious ritual to nationalist emblem, from 

cultural diplomacy to social activism. Its focus on bhakti 

(devotion) and rasa (aesthetic emotion) never fails to uplift 

audiences, and its changing topics capture the complexity of 

contemporary life. A comprehension of Bharatanatyam's 

current status as a cultural legacy that artistically navigates 

continuity and change is enhanced by knowledge of its 

historical development. In this way, Bharatanatyam is more 

than just a dance style; it is a sociopolitical activity that 

creates discussion, questions established norms, and 

develops identities in a world growing more interconnected 

by the day. 

 

Conclusion 

One of the nation's richest and longest-lasting cultural 

traditions is represented by Indian classical dance. These 
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dance styles, which have their roots in ancient philosophical 

ideas, ritualistic activities, and aesthetic principles, have 

undergone constant evolution while retaining their 

fundamental characteristics. In order to comprehend the 

importance of classical dance in contemporary India, this 

study has looked at it from a variety of historical, 

institutional, social, and creative angles. From temple rites 

and royal sponsorship to contemporary proscenium stages 

and international venues, the historical development of 

Indian classical dance indicates a lengthy journey. While 

regional traditions created unique styles like Bharatanatyam, 

Kathak, Odissi, Kuchipudi, Manipuri, Mohiniyattam, 

Kathakali, and Sattriya, texts like the Natya Shastra offered 

theoretical underpinnings. Despite periods of decline during 

colonial authority, these cultural traditions were given 

dignity, structure, and popular acceptability by twentieth-

century revival movements.  

Social identity, education, female empowerment, and artistic 

expression are all still influenced by Bharatnatyam dance. It 

helps students develop self-discipline, cultural sensitivity, 

emotional intelligence, and artistic brilliance. While 

maintaining technical integrity, contemporary 

choreographers imaginatively reinterpret classical 

terminology to speak to current themes and audience 

expectations. While innovation and fusion increase the 

range of possible expression, they also necessitate moral 

accountability to preserve cultural authenticity. 
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