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Abstract
Indian performing arts embodies centuries of cultural, social, and political evolution, yet their survival has depended 
as much on invention and reinvention as on preservation. This paper examines the folklore and traditions, the myths of 
antiquity used to validate cultural authority, and the struggles of regional performance forms seeking recognition within 
national and global frameworks. By interrogating the politics of authenticity, it investigates who defines what is "traditional" 
and how power structures influence these narratives. Reinvention through collaborations—across regions, disciplines, and 
even borders—creates hybrid forms that challenge rigid definitions of heritage. Using a qualitative methodology combining 
textual analysis, ethnographic accounts, and performance reviews, the study demonstrates that traditions are neither static 
nor purely inherited; they are dynamic constructs shaped by social, political, and economic forces. While authenticity 
claims often serve as tools for cultural prestige and identity assertion, reinvention is equally crucial for survival in a rapidly 
globalizing world. Indian performing arts thrive not by resisting change but by negotiating between past and present—an 
ongoing dialogue between preservation and innovation. The paper concludes that tradition is not a fixed point in history, 
but a living, evolving performance in itself.
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Introduction
Indian folk songs are not merely melodies sung by 
rural communities; they are the living pulse of cultural 
memory, social interaction, and identity formation. 
They embody the shared experiences of people, 
transmitting oral histories, rituals, values, and emotions 
across generations. The traditions of Indian folk music, 
whether in the lilting ballads of Rajasthan, the bhatiali of 
Bengal, or the bishnupriya manipuri geets of the North-
East India, reflects the intimate relationship between 
song, community, and survival. Folk songs often serve 
as repositories of myth, spirituality, agrarian cycles, 
and social commentary, preserving cultural truths that 
formal histories may overlook (Singh 102).

Yet, these traditions are not static. They face the 
challenges of modernization, globalization, and cultural 
homogenization. Simultaneously, folk music traditions 
have demonstrated remarkable resilience by reinventing 
themselves through hybrid performances, collaborations, 
and media dissemination (Sarkar 88).. In the age of 
rapid technological transformation, the survival of 
Indian folk songs rests not only on preservation but also 
on their dynamic Transformation and resonance with 
contemporary audiences.
This study explores the living evolution of Indian folk 
songs, focusing on how these traditions survive through 
Transformation while maintaining cultural authenticity. 
It emphasizes that folk traditions are neither timeless 
artifacts nor endangered fossils but adaptive cultural 
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practices that balance continuity with change (Bendix 
11).

Research Problem
The primary research problem addressed in this paper 
is: How have Indian folk song traditions managed to 
survive in the face of modernization, globalization, and 
changing socio-economic structures, and what strategies 
of Transformation ensure their continued resonance in 
contemporary society?
This question is significant because folk traditions are 
often perceived as vanishing under the pressure of 
dominant classical and popular genres (Thompson 29). 
However, evidence suggests that instead of disappearing, 
folk songs are adapting and evolving in new ways. Thus, 
the research problem investigates both the threats to 
these traditions and the innovative practices that sustain 
them.

Objectives of the Study
	 •	 The overall purpose of this study is to analyze the 

dynamic processes that allow Indian folk songs 
to survive and reinvent themselves. Specific 
objectives include:

	 •	 To trace the historical and cultural significance of 
Indian folk song traditions.

	 •	 To examine the pressures of modernization and 
globalization on these traditions.

	 •	 To identify strategies through which folk song 
traditions have reinvented themselves.

	 •	 To evaluate the role of media, institutions, and 
policy in the survival of folk traditions.

	 •	 To explore the contemporary relevance of folk 
songs for communities and wider society.

Hypothesis
	 •	 The central hypothesis of this study is: Indian folk 

song traditions have survived not simply through 
preservation but primarily through processes of 
Transformation that allow them to resonate with 
contemporary contexts while retaining cultural 
authenticity.

	 •	 This hypothesis suggests that instead of treating 
folk songs as static traditions frozen in time, 
they should be understood as adaptive practices. 
The study anticipates that Transformation, 
hybridization, and reinterpretation play crucial 
roles in their endurance.

Relevance of the Study
The relevance of this study lies in its capacity to 
highlight the importance of folk traditions in shaping 
cultural identity, social cohesion, and artistic diversity. 
For scholars of music, folklore, and cultural studies, 
the study illuminates the theoretical frameworks of 
tradition, authenticity, and adaptation. For society, it 
underscores the continuing value of folk songs as living 
cultural resources that embody community wisdom, 
offer alternative narratives, and provide spaces of 
resilience against cultural homogenization.
In the present global age, where cultural diversity is 
under threat, this study affirms the significance of folk 
songs as agents of cultural survival and continuity.

Research Methodology
This paper adopts a qualitative research methodology, 
emphasizing interpretive, descriptive, and analytical 
approaches. The following methods are applied:
	 •	 Literature Review– Analysis of secondary 

sources including books, journal articles, and 
reports on folk traditions, folklore studies, and 
Indian ethnomusicology.

	 •	 Case Study Approach – Examination of 
specific folk song traditions such as Rajasthan’s 
Manganiyar repertoire, Bengal’s Baul songs, and 
the Bishnupriya Manipuri folk songs.

	 •	 Comparative Analysis – Contrasting traditional 
practices with their contemporary Transformations 
in digital, institutional, and popular culture 
settings.

	 •	 Thematic Analysis – Identifying recurring themes 
such as authenticity, adaptation, commodification, 
and cultural survival.

This methodology enables a nuanced understanding 
of the survival and Transformation of folk songs in 
India.

Discussions:

Historical Role of Folk Songs
Folk songs in India historically served multiple purposes: 
ritualistic, narrative, occupational, and recreational. 
They functioned as oral archives of community life - 
songs of harvest (jhumur), lullabies (loris), wedding 
songs (sohar), and work songs. Unlike classical 
traditions that relied on codified theory and patronage, 
folk music grew organically within community life. 
As A. K. Ramanujan observes, folklore is not a fixed 
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form but a “field of multiple versions, variants, and 
improvisations” (Ramanujan 45).

Pressures of Modernization
With urbanization, industrialization, and globalization, 
folk traditions face existential threats. Migration has 
fragmented rural communities where such traditions 
thrived, while the dominance of Bollywood and Western 
pop reduces the space for folk performance. Folk 
musicians often lack institutional support and economic 
security, leading to diminished intergenerational 
transmission (Dutta 78).

Transformation and Hybridization
Paradoxically, these very pressures have also spurred 
Transformation. Folk artists collaborate with classical, 
popular, and global musicians, creating hybrid genres. 
For instance, the Manganiyars of Rajasthan now perform 
on international stages, blending traditional instruments 
like the kamaicha with contemporary soundscapes. 
Similarly, Baul singers collaborate with rock and fusion 
bands, bringing esoteric mysticism into global contexts.
The use of digital media has opened new spaces for 
folk traditions. Platforms such as YouTube, Spotify, and 
Instagram allow local artists to reach global audiences. 
Archival initiatives by institutions, NGOs, and universities 
document and circulate folk performances, preserving 
them while enabling Transformation (Dutta 93).

Authenticity vs. Commercialization
A central debate in folklore studies is the politics of 
authenticity. Critics argue that Transformation risks 
commodifying folk traditions, stripping them of their 
community-centered essence. However, as Regina 
Bendix notes, authenticity is not an inherent quality but a 
“cultural construct negotiated by performers, audiences, 
and institutions” (Bendix 8). Thus, Transformation 
should not be seen as inauthentic but as part of the living 
evolution of tradition.

Social and Cultural Significance
Folk songs continue to resonate because they provide 
rootedness in an era of displacement. They embody 
ecological knowledge, communities ethics, and spiritual 
resilience. They also serve as instruments of protest and 
social commentary, as seen in Bhojpuri protest songs or 

contemporary feminist reinterpretations of traditional 
wedding songs (Sarkar 118).

Results 

The study finds that Indian folk songs are not 
disappearing but transforming. Their survival is ensured 
by processes of Transformation that include:

	 •	 Hybrid Performances – Folk artists collaborate 
with popular and global genres.

	 •	 Digital Dissemination – Online platforms 
provide new audiences and revenue models.

	 •	 Institutional Support – Archiving, festivals, and 
academic studies promote sustainability.

	 •	 Community Adaptation – Local communities 
reinterpret songs for contemporary rituals and 
social needs.

The hypothesis is validated: folk songs survive not as 
frozen artifacts but as adaptive practices that balance 
continuity with change.
The conclusion emphasizes that the future of Indian 
folk traditions lies not in museum preservation but in 
creative Transformation. By allowing these traditions to 
resonate with contemporary contexts while maintaining 
their cultural essence, Indian folk songs continue to 
thrive as vibrant, living heritages (Narayan 89).
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