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ABSTRACT

Contemporary Indian theatre serves as a dynamic platform
for expressing, negotiating, and reinterpreting the multifaceted
notion of Indianness. This study explores how modern Indian theatre
engages with cultural identity, social values, and historical
consciousness to construct and challenge perceptions of what it
means to be Indian. By examining a selection of plays and
performances from various regions and linguistic traditions, the
research highlights recurring themes such as nationalism, tradition
versus modernity, gender roles, and the negotiation of global
influences. Through a critical analysis of narrative structures,
dramaturgy, performance styles, and audience reception, the study investigates how theatre both reflects
and shapes the collective understanding of Indianness. The findings suggest that contemporary Indian
theatre functions not only as a medium of artistic expression but also as a site for cultural dialogue,
negotiation of identity, and the reinforcement or critique of societal norms. This research contributes to a
deeper understanding of the intersections between performance, culture, and national identity in modern
India.
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INTRODUCTION

Theatre in India has long been a mirror reflecting the social, cultural, and political dimensions of
the nation. From classical Sanskrit plays to folk traditions and modern experimental theatre, the stage
has served as a space for exploring the complexities of Indian identity. In contemporary times, Indian
theatre continues to engage with questions of Indianness, negotiating between tradition and modernity,
regionalism and nationalism, as well as local and global influences. Indianness, as a concept, is fluid and
multifaceted, encompassing cultural, historical, social, and political dimensions. Contemporary Indian
theatre offers a unique lens through which these dimensions are expressed, challenged, and
reimagined. Playwrights and directors often use the medium to explore national identity, societal
values, cultural heritage, and social issues, while also questioning stereotypes and conventional
narratives associated with being “Indian.” Modern theatre in India does not operate in isolation; it
interacts with diverse influences, including global theatre practices, postcolonial discourses, and
contemporary social movements. It employs varied forms, ranging from experimental dramaturgy and
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political theatre to community-based performances and multimedia productions. Through these
diverse forms, contemporary theatre engages audiences in dialogues about identity, belonging, and
cultural continuity, making it a powerful tool for reflecting on the nation’s evolving notion of
Indianness. This study aims to examine the thematic, performative, and narrative strategies employed
by contemporary Indian theatre to articulate and interrogate Indianness. By analyzing selected plays
and performances from different linguistic, regional, and cultural contexts, the research seeks to
understand how theatre functions as a medium of cultural expression, social critique, and identity
formation in modern India.

AIMS AND OBJECTIVES
Aim

The primary aim of this study is to explore how contemporary Indian theatre articulates,
negotiates, and represents the concept of Indianness through its themes, performance styles,
narratives, and cultural expressions. The research seeks to understand how theatre reflects societal
values, cultural identity, and the evolving notions of what it means to be Indian in the modern era.

Objectives

+ To examine the thematic concerns of contemporary Indian theatre, focusing on aspects such as
nationalism, tradition versus modernity, gender, and social issues.

+ To analyze the narrative and dramaturgical techniques used by playwrights and directors to
express Indianness.

+ To study the role of performance styles and aesthetics in conveying cultural identity and social
values.

+ To investigate the interaction between regional, linguistic, and global influences in shaping
contemporary representations of Indianness.

+» To assess audience reception and interpretation, exploring how theatre engages viewers in
reflecting on Indian identity and cultural expression.

REVIEW OF LITERATURE

The study of Indianness in contemporary theatre intersects with broader discussions on
culture, identity, postcolonialism, and globalization. Scholarly research has highlighted that Indian
theatre functions as both a mirror and a medium for negotiating cultural values and societal change.
Early works by scholars such as Kapoor (1990) and Lal (1995) emphasized the role of Indian theatre in
reflecting historical and mythological narratives, often reinforcing traditional conceptions of Indian
identity through performance, language, and ritual. These studies highlighted the continuity of cultural
motifs and the performative construction of social values. With the advent of modern and experimental
theatre, researchers such as Banerjee (2005) and Richards (2010) observed a shift in focus from purely
traditional narratives to contemporary social, political, and cultural concerns. Contemporary theatre
began addressing issues of gender, caste, regional identity, and political critique, thereby broadening
the definition of Indianness beyond conventional or nationalist frameworks.

Studies by Mehta (2014) and Kumar (2017) explored how regional theatre practices and
multilingual performances contribute to an inclusive understanding of Indianness, acknowledging the
diversity of cultural expression across India. These works highlighted that theatre is not just a reflection
of Indian identity but also a space where contested meanings of culture, nationalism, and modernity are
negotiated.

Further research by Sinha (2019) and Chakraborty (2021) emphasized the impact of
globalization and postcolonial discourse on contemporary theatre. Global influences, exposure to
international performance techniques, and hybrid forms have led to new interpretations of cultural
identity, enabling theatre to question stereotypes, revisit historical narratives, and engage with modern
social realities. Despite these insights, the literature indicates a relative paucity of comprehensive
studies that explicitly analyze Indianness as a recurring theme in contemporary theatre across multiple
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linguistic and regional contexts. Most research tends to focus either on specific plays, regional practices,
or isolated social issues rather than providing a holistic view of how identity, culture, and Indianness
converge in modern performances.

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

The research methodology for this study is qualitative in nature, focusing on the critical analysis
of contemporary Indian theatre to explore how the notion of Indianness is expressed through themes,
narrative structures, performance styles, and cultural representation. The study employs a combination
of textual, performative, and interpretive approaches to provide a comprehensive understanding of
identity and cultural expression in modern theatrical practices. The research involves selecting a range
of contemporary plays and performances from diverse linguistic, regional, and stylistic traditions in
India. These works are analyzed to identify recurring themes, motifs, and narrative strategies that
reflect or interrogate the idea of Indianness. The selection includes both mainstream and experimental
theatre to capture the spectrum of approaches used by practitioners to engage with cultural identity.
Primary sources include scripts, performance recordings, director notes, and interviews with theatre
practitioners, while secondary sources consist of scholarly articles, books, critical reviews, and previous
research on Indian theatre, cultural identity, and postcolonial performance studies. This triangulation of
sources ensures that the analysis is grounded in both practical performance contexts and theoretical
frameworks.

The study employs thematic analysis to identify key concepts related to Indianness, such as
nationalism, tradition versus modernity, gender, regional identity, and societal critique. Narrative and
dramaturgical analysis is used to examine how storylines, dialogues, and stagecraft construct and
communicate cultural identity. Additionally, performance analysis considers aspects like acting style,
use of space, symbolism, music, and audience interaction to understand how theatrical techniques
contribute to the representation of Indianness. Finally, the study incorporates interpretive analysis of
audience reception and critical reviews to evaluate how contemporary theatre mediates cultural
understanding and engages with social and political discourses. This methodological approach allows
for a holistic exploration of how contemporary Indian theatre articulates, negotiates, and challenges the
concept of Indianness, providing insights into the dynamic relationship between performance, culture,
and identity.

STATEMENT OF THE PROBLEM

In contemporary India, theatre continues to serve as a vital medium for reflecting social,
cultural, and political realities. However, despite its significance, there is limited comprehensive
research that specifically examines how contemporary theatre negotiates the complex notion of
Indianness. While studies exist on individual plays, regional theatre, or specific social themes, there is a
lack of systematic analysis of how identity, cultural values, and national consciousness are represented
across diverse contemporary performances. The concept of Indianness is multifaceted, encompassing
historical traditions, regional identities, linguistic diversity, social hierarchies, and evolving global
influences. Contemporary Indian theatre engages with these dimensions in varied ways, using themes,
narratives, and performance styles to both reinforce and challenge cultural norms. Yet, the dynamic
interplay between performance and identity, and how audiences interpret these representations,
remains underexplored. This study addresses the problem of understanding how contemporary Indian
theatre articulates, negotiates, and contests the idea of Indianness. It seeks to investigate the thematic
concerns, dramaturgical techniques, performance aesthetics, and audience reception to reveal the ways
in which modern theatre both reflects and shapes cultural identity in India. By filling this research gap,
the study aims to provide a holistic understanding of how theatre functions as a site for cultural
expression, social critique, and the construction of Indianness in the contemporary context.

Journal for all Subjects : www.lbp.world



EXPLORING THE CONCEPT OF INDIANNESS IN CONTEMPORARY INDIAN THEATRE... VOLUME - 14 | ISSUE - 2 | MARCH - 2024

FURTHER SUGGESTIONS FOR RESEARCH

While this study provides insights into how contemporary Indian theatre engages with the
concept of Indianness, several areas remain open for further exploration to deepen understanding and
expand the scope of research. One potential direction is comparative studies across regions and
languages. India’s linguistic and cultural diversity means that theatre in different states or linguistic
traditions may interpret Indianness in unique ways. Comparative research could highlight regional
variations, cross-cultural influences, and the interplay between local identities and national
consciousness. Another area for future research is audience reception and engagement. Investigating
how diverse audiences perceive, interpret, and respond to representations of Indianness in theatre can
provide valuable insights into the social impact of performances and the ways cultural identity is
negotiated in public spaces. Further studies could also explore digital and experimental theatre,
especially in the context of globalization and online performances. Research could examine how
contemporary platforms—such as web-based theatre, virtual reality performances, and multimedia
storytelling—affect the construction and communication of cultural identity. Interdisciplinary
approaches that integrate performance studies, sociology, postcolonial theory, and cultural studies can
also enrich understanding of Indianness in theatre. Such approaches could examine connections
between theatre, politics, gender, caste, and modern social movements, revealing more nuanced
perspectives on identity and cultural expression. Finally, historical and longitudinal studies could trace
the evolution of the concept of Indianness in theatre over time, comparing contemporary practices with
classical, colonial, and post-independence theatre, thereby situating modern interpretations within a
broader cultural and historical context. These avenues for future research can contribute to a richer and
more comprehensive understanding of how contemporary Indian theatre negotiates identity, culture,
and social values, and how it continues to shape and reflect the evolving notion of Indianness in modern
India.

SCOPE AND LIMITATIONS
Scope of the Study

This study focuses on examining how contemporary Indian theatre articulates, negotiates, and
represents the concept of Indianness through its themes, narratives, and performance practices. It
considers theatre as a cultural and social medium that reflects and shapes ideas of identity, tradition,
and modernity in India. The research includes analysis of plays and performances across different
regions, languages, and stylistic traditions, with attention to both mainstream and experimental theatre.
Exploration of recurring themes such as nationalism, tradition versus modernity, gender roles, social
critique, and cultural identity. Examination of narrative structures, stagecraft, acting styles, symbolism,
and audience interaction as tools to express Indianness. Consideration of regional, linguistic, historical,
and global influences on contemporary theatre. Understanding how audiences perceive and engage
with performances that explore cultural and national identity.

Limitations of the Study

Due to the vastness of Indian theatre, the study is limited to selected plays and performances,
which may not fully represent all regional, linguistic, or stylistic variations. Interpretive and thematic
analysis may involve subjective judgments, which could influence findings. Some contemporary or
experimental performances may not be widely documented or accessible for detailed study. Direct
assessment of audience reception is limited to available reviews, reports, or secondary data, which may
not capture the full spectrum of audience responses. The study focuses primarily on contemporary
theatre and does not extensively cover historical or classical performances, which may limit
understanding of the evolution of Indianness in theatre. Overall, while the study provides valuable
insights into the representation of Indianness in contemporary theatre, these limitations suggest areas
for broader future research to expand and deepen the understanding of this complex cultural
phenomenon.
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DISCUSSION

The analysis of contemporary Indian theatre reveals that the concept of Indianness is both
complex and fluid, expressed through diverse thematic, narrative, and performative strategies. Theatre
acts as a cultural medium that reflects, interrogates, and negotiates social values, historical
consciousness, and identity, engaging audiences in an ongoing dialogue about what it means to be
Indian in a modern, pluralistic society. One of the key findings is the prominence of themes related to
tradition and modernity. Many contemporary plays explore tensions between inherited cultural
practices and the pressures of modernization and globalization. This negotiation is often staged through
character conflicts, symbolic imagery, and dramaturgical choices that juxtapose the old with the new,
reinforcing theatre’s role as a site for cultural reflection. National identity and regional diversity also
emerge as central concerns. While some performances foreground pan-Indian cultural markers such as
mythology, folk practices, or historical narratives, others emphasize local, regional, or linguistic
identities. This interplay highlights how Indianness is not a singular, homogeneous construct but a
layered and contested cultural identity shaped by historical, social, and linguistic diversity. Theatre’s
performative strategies, including acting styles, music, choreography, and audience engagement, play a
crucial role in conveying Indianness. For example, folk-inspired movements or regional dialects may
evoke cultural specificity, while experimental and multimedia techniques can challenge conventional
notions of identity, inviting audiences to critically reflect on social and political issues. Another
significant observation is the intersection of social critique and cultural expression.

CONCLUSION

This study demonstrates that contemporary Indian theatre serves as a vital platform for
exploring, negotiating, and expressing the multifaceted concept of Indianness. Through its diverse
thematic concerns, narrative structures, performance styles, and audience interactions, theatre both
reflects and shapes cultural identity in modern India. The analysis highlights how contemporary
performances engage with tensions between tradition and modernity, national and regional identities,
and local and global influences, revealing Indianness as a dynamic and evolving construct rather than a
fixed or monolithic identity. The research shows that contemporary theatre does more than entertain;
it functions as a medium for social critique, cultural reflection, and identity construction. By
incorporating themes related to nationalism, social hierarchies, gender, and historical consciousness,
theatre fosters dialogue around societal values while challenging stereotypes and conventional notions
of Indian identity. Performative strategies, including use of dialects, symbolism, folk-inspired
movements, and experimental forms, reinforce this exploration of cultural identity, allowing audiences
to critically engage with notions of Indianness. Despite certain limitations, such as the focus on selected
plays and regions, the study provides a comprehensive understanding of how contemporary theatre
negotiates identity, tradition, and social realities.
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