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Abstract
Bharatanatyam is one of the major Indian classical dance forms that originated in the modern-day Tamil Nadu region. The 
initial origins of Bharatanatyam are regarded to be BharataMuni’s Natyashastra and Nandikeshwar’s Abhinaya Darpanam. 
This classical dance is a general trend to attract mostly females than males(pls give reference for the statement). In our 
society males and females, bothtook part in various ways, with duties assigned according to local custom. However, as 
dance grew into a more sophisticated art form with a catcher difference?? between the dancer and the spectator, it became 
a more sophisticated art form. There were also clearer distinctions between male and female roles, as well as a gradual 
dominance of the female in dancing, which was perceived as a more feminine art form. Bharatanatyam certainly has an 
aspect of masculine dance and movement called Tandava. As a form of dance, Bharatanatyam itself is actually, somewhat 
neutral in that there are roles for both men and women traditional. The grounds underlying gender-dance interactions 
in India are socio-historical, not physical or religious. This present paper, reviewed the past to present gender roles in 
Bharatanatyam and discuss some of those issues. In addition to that, I have applied some statistical approaches which will 
identify the level of significance in this gender monopoly. Also, the results reflect that the maximum number of people does 
not believe in gender bias during the interaction section, but, in their cognitive mind, the female considered as the superior 
sex predominates in Bharatanatyam as compared to the male role. 
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Research Paper
Introduction:

Gender dynamics are important in the Indian 
classical dance Bharatanatyam. Dancers are 
required to perform both male and female 

characters in the Abhinaya, the narrative component of 
this toreutic style, employing a codified series of bodily 
attitudes and gestures. According to Srinivasan[1] and 
Soneji[2] “Bharatanatyam, is a 'classical' dance, was 
renamed and rebuilt in the 1930s from a local dance 
form, Sadir Attam, which was practiced by dancers 
from South Indian temples in the late 19th and early 
20th centuries” Its repertory is mostly inspired by 
temple rites and tells legendary stories about Hindu 
gods and goddesses in India.[3] Over centuries, the 
Bharatanatyam dance traditional art has gone through 
various stages of development in modern society 
across the world. Bharatanatyam is a vibrant art form. 
Over the years, the issue of women's participation 

from a variety of socio and cultural backgrounds has 
sparked popular concern and occurrence.The majority 
of male dancers believed that on-stage objectification 
of the performer was a reality in classical dance. Male 
dancers are caricatures, but female dancers have more 
elegance and form. In associated with this, the major 
question we need to ask that where does the male 
classical dancer stand today? According to Das.[4]

The plot of ‘Dance Like a Man’ vividly depicts the 
practice of patriarchal control. In the story, patriarchy 
puts pressure on Jairaj and Ratna, a couple who are 
passionate about Bharatanatyam, an Indian classical 
dance form that originated in the Indian state of Tamil 
Nadu, the primary subject of Dattani's story is the 
traditional gender norms established by society. She 
observes that the flashback technique has been actively 
used as a dramatic device in the novel to depict the 
battle between society and art. Recently Shekhawat 
and Shrivastava[5] investigates the depiction of gender 
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discrimination faced by both men and women in the 
film through content analysis in the form of qualitative 
research.With the discussion of the narrative, Manglik 
and Jalan[6] explore the notion of gender discrimination 
that not only women but also males encounter in 
society. The multi-layered narrative reveals societal 
preconceptions via the lives of its protagonists and 
how they have affected society.[7] 

Male classical soloists certainly have more 
opportunities to perform than contemporary dancers.
Contemporary comes to be associated with teamwork. 
Classical dancers also have more options because the 
system is more set up and bound between meetings. 
But in the case of classical dance alone, male dancers 
have far fewer opportunities than female dancers. 
Bharatanatyam is one profession in which women 
appear to have an equal chance of ascending to 
positions of leadership. Bharatanatyam attracts much 
more girls than boys from an early age. Yet when it 
comes to leadership, there’s a shocking gender gap in 
favour of men. Through narrative inquiry, this present 
study provides novel qualitative insight into the role of 
males as well as females’roles in the Bharatanatyam 
dance form and the changing patterns in its social 
accessibility and acceptability. The main objectives of 
this current research are: (i) To understand the gender 
bias in Bharatanatyam from ancient to modern society 
and (ii) To discuss indices of gender inequality in 
participant’s society.

Study area : Bharatanatyam dance history and 
its development in India

Bharatanatyam, often regarded as the mother of all 
other classical dance styles, is one of India's oldest 
dance genres, having evolved from temple dancers 
in Tamil Nadu (Fig. 1). Dance is a pure mash-up 
of emotions, music, beat, and rhythm. The ancient 
Tamil epic Silappatikaram contains a description of 
Bharatanatyam from the 2nd century CE, and temple 
sculptures from the 6th to 9th centuries CE imply it 
was a highly perfected performing art by the mid-
1st millennium CE.[8] The oldest classical dance 
tradition in India is Bharatanatyam. According to 
Coomaraswamy, “The initial sources of Bharatanatyam 
are regarded to be Bharata Muni's Natya Shastra and 
Nandikeshvara's Abhinaya Darpana.

Bharatanatyam is an artistic form of yoga that entails 
the graceful and artistic movement of body parts. 
It originated in Tamil Nadu and is the most widely 
performed of Indian traditional dances in South India. 
S. Krishna Iyer coined the word Bharatanatyam 
in the mid-1930s, which was further popularized 
by Rukmini Devi Arundale. Bharatanatyam is a 
combination of Bhava, Raga, Tala, and Natya. Today, 
the term Bharatanatyam refers to a specific type of 
dance. Bharatanatyam is a dance system that has been 
documented in the Natya Shastra and can take many 
different forms”.[9] The following are four related but 
distinct forms that follow the Bharatanatyam system:

 • Sadir-Natyam – a solo dance form performed for 
centuries by Devadasis in temples and eventually 
in the royal courts of South India, especially in 
Tamil Nadu

 • BhagavataMelam – a group form of dance-drama 
from Tamil Nadu, with all roles performed by 
men, and themes based on mythology

 • Kuravanji – a group dance by women, interpreting 
literary or poetic compositions typically on the 
theme of the fulfilment of the love of a girl for 
her beloved.

 • Kuchipudi – a group form of dance-drama from 
Andhra Pradesh, with all roles performed by 
men, and themes based on mythology.

Data and Methodology: 
My research is broadly situated within the context 
of present-day culturally diverse surrounding me 
in present Indian society. To answer the research 
questions posed in the introduction part, I have 
used a mixed-method approach that included: 
1. reading and analyzing Bharatanatyam dances from 
ancient literature; 2. conducting interviews with 
dance background artists, non-dancers, and audience 
members, as well as attending performances and post-
performance discussions; 3. recording mock interviews 
and performances, collecting photos and videos, and 
documenting performances in my reflective journal; 
4. series of the questionnaire has been formed 
through online Google form and 5. examination of 
contingencies. Based on personal interviews, online 
Google form questionnaires, and publicity materials 
(such as published articles, interviews, online library, 
and invitation cards), notes was prepared on the basis 
of dance artists which comprise information on their 
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Bharatanatyam dance training, dance companies, and 
choreographies. For analyzing the qualitative data,[10] 
a narrative analysis method[11-12] was adopted for 
interpreting layered meanings embedded in data. On 
the other hand, the quantitative data has been generated 
and analyzed through Microsoft excel sheets.

Gender inequalities in Bharatanatyam; Male 
and Female role

Bharatanatyam artists are challenging the art form's 
traditional practices nowadays. For example, gender 
norms are important in Bharatanatyam because 
dancers are required to embody both male and female 
roles through a codified succession of bodily attitudes 
and gestures in abhinaya (dance forms). Gender 
inequalities are a result of gender role ideas. It is 
reflected in the differences and similarities of sexes' 
behavior, which corresponds to society's conception of 
men's and women's social roles theory.[13] This is the 
first step in the development of the social role theory. 
According to this theory, men and women learn and 
acquire their masculine and feminine characteristics 
through social conditions and adapt to their gender 
roles by performing various actions associated with 
their biological genders by social structures.[14] 
Opinion about this inequality is A woman in a man’s 
world may be considered progressive, but a man in a 
woman’s world is pathetic!. The forms, on the other 
hand, were connected with Devdasi culture, which 
the British Colonial rulers despised, leading to the 
prohibition of temple-dancing in 1910.

Rukmini Devi's efforts paid off when Kalakshetra 
was founded, and it became a Bharatanatyam Center 
of Excellence for both Indians and foreigners. The 
art form achieved a high standard and status through 
providing systematic and intensive instruction. She 
got rid of the Bharatanatyam noxious aspects of the 
dance, created artistic costumes, and got rid of the 
erotic stigma linked to it. Kalakshetra became a 
meeting place for prominent artists, intellectuals, 
musicians, and gurus of the period, as well as a center 
for the propagation of this art form. Balasaraswati, 
Kamala Laxman, and Mrinalini Sarabhai are among 
those who have made significant contributions to this 
discipline. They significantly reformed this art genre. 
Balasaraswati's padas are outstanding additions to her 
legendary abhinaya. Padma Subramaniam's research 
in the field of Karanas is commendable. Mrinalini 
Sarabhai, Chitra Vishvesaran, Sudharani Raghupati, 

Padma Subramaniam, and others also contributed 
to increasing the standard of performance.The male 
Bharatanatyam dancer is beginning to take his rightful 
place in the scheme of things. Even a very Margam-
conscious Chennai Music Academy has many solo 
slots filled by male dancers. Male performers are now 
able to choose from the entire repertoire of items, 
uninhibited by gender. Gender bias is a perception 
emerging from conditioned minds due to historical and 
cultural reasons. While the male role sits somewhat 
uneasily on the female torso, the more neutral male 
body lends itself to both male and female roles. 
The interpretative part is a matter of individual skill 
irrespective of gender.

Looking into ancient and modern history: 
India is a culturally diverse country with nearly every 
state having its language, food, and dancing styles. 
India's dance forms include traditional, classical, 
folk, and tribal dances, all of which are breathtaking. 
All of the amazing traditional dances began in India 
throughout ancient times, with Bharatanatyam being 
the oldest and most popular.

Dancing Girl during Harappan period:
India has been a rich civilization since ancient times, 
attracting and assimilating cultures from all over 
the world. Indus valley civilization or Harappan 
civilization (3300-1300 BCE) is the earliest known 
urban culture of the Indian subcontinent.This 
civilization is often separated into three phases 
(Marshall, 1931): Early Harappan Phase (3300 BCE–
2600 BCE), Mature Harappan Phase (2600 BCE–1900 
BCE), and Late Harappan Phase (1900 BCE–1300 
BCE). The Mature Harappan phase was the cultural 
pinnacle, a time when societies had developed into 
well-functioning, enormous urban cities i.e., Harappa, 
Dholavira, Rakhighari, etc. Ceramics, music & dance, 
sculptures, seals, and ornaments have been found 
in greater numbers during this period than in other 
civilizations.The Dancing Girl statue of Mohenjo-
Daro is a small (Fig. 2), but extremely impressive 
piece of art, made up of bronze, belonging to the 
Indus valley civilization. An archeologist Marshall[15] 
excavated at Mohenjo-Daro who found the figure, 
described the figure as a young girl, her hand on 
her hip in a half-impudent posture, and legs slightly 
forward as she beats time to the music with her legs 
and feet. Another archaeologist Possehl[16] described 
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Dancing Girl as the most captivating piece of art from 
an Indus site and qualified the description of her as 
a dancer by stating that. We may not be certain that 
she was a dancer, but she was good at what she did 
and she knew it. The statue represents a stylistically 
poised nude female figure dancing. The young girl 
in the figurine is seen wearing a necklace, a lot of 
bangles or bangles chain, and her right arm on her 
hip. This Dancing Girl statue has great significance 
and suggests that during Harappan time (2300-1750 
BC), Indus peoples were a well-developed society 
and they had innovated dance and other performing 
arts as modes of entertainment.[17] The bangles and 
necklace worn by the girl represent the interests of 
the women in ornaments and fashion. Thakur Prasad 
Verma in a controversial article published in Itihaas 
(a Hindi journal of the Indian Council for Historical 
Research) during 1926, had claimed that the Dancing 
Girl of Mohenjo-Daro is identified with Parvati. He 
further said that 4, 500-year-old iconic bronze figurine 
as Parvati has also claimed that the tradition of Hindu 
women applying sindoor (vermilion) on their forehead 
dates back to the Harappan era.

Vedic period:
Natyashastra is often referred to as the ‘Bible of 
Indian classical dance’. It is believed that the Gods 
and Goddesses pleaded with Brahma (the creator, 
according to Hindu Mythology) for the development 
of another Veda that was understandable to the average 
man. As a result, Brahma created the fifth Veda, 
which is a combination of the previous four Vedas 
(Rig, Yajur, Sama, and Atharva Veda). He spread 
this Veda on earth through Sage Bharatha, who wrote 
it down as Natyashastra. Brahma combined Pathya 
(words) from the Rig Veda, Abhinaya (communicative 
components of body motions) from the Yajur Veda, 
Geeth (music and chant) from the Sama Veda, and 
Rasa (vital sentiment, an emotional element) from the 
Atharva Veda to create the Natya Veda.

In Indian mythology, its believed that Lord Shiva has 
performed the Tandava (also called Cosmic dance) 
at the request of his devotees. Tandava consisted of 
108 Karanas, 32 Angahras, and 5 Rechakas which 
were witnessed by all the gods, Goddesses, Sages, 
Yakksha, etc. the development of the dance form have 
been described in a flow chart model in figure 3.To 
Lord, Brahma imbibed these nuances, grammar of 
dance and synthesized the compositions of four Vedas 
too from the 5th Veda called Natyaveda. Brahma 

gave this Natyaveda to Bharata who combined it with 
Nritya, Nrtitya, and Natya. Bharata choreographed 
a Samavakar (a production) titled Amritamanthana 
(Churning of the Nectar) and presented this form 
in In front of Lord Shiva. Shiva said to Bharata to 
incorporate Tandava dance in the Purvaranga and he 
appointed his devotee Tandu for teaching Tandava to 
Bharata. Soon after Lord Shiva feels that some part is 
missing and incomplete the dance form. So, he decided 
to perform Lasya and taught his techniques to Parvati. 
Load Shiva deputed his follower Tandu for teaching 
Tandava as well as Lasya to Bharata. Then Bharata 
combined those techniques and formed Natyashasta. 
Side by side Parvati taught Lasya to Usha and Usha 
taught to the milk-maids of Dwaraka, who in their 
turn taught to the women of other regions likewise, 
this dance technique was traditionally handed down 
and has spread into the whole world. 

Modern period:
In the modern period, Bharatanatyam has developed 
very rapidly. During the 19th century, four brothers 
(Table. 1) known as the Tanjore Quartet formalized 
and documented it as a performing art, and their 
musical compositions for dance still form the core 
of the Bharatanatyam repertoire today. Under the 
Devadasi system, women were consecrated to temples 
to serve the deity as dancers and musicians as part 
of the complex rituals; the art was passed down as a 
living tradition from generation to generation. Until 
the early twentieth century, when a renewed interest 
in India's cultural history spurred the educated elite to 
discover its beauty, these exceptionally brilliant artists 
and male gurus (nattuvanars) were the only reservoirs 
of the art. By this time, the Devadasi’s culture had 
fallen on hard times as a result of a loss of official 
patronage and changing social mores. Bharatanatyam 
was revived by pioneers such as E Krishna Iyer and 
Rukmini Devi Arundale, who took the dance out of 
the temple grounds and onto the proscenium stage 
retaining its devotional element. Many nattuvanars 
were able to resume their training activities, and many 
artists were able to enter the field of classical dance 
as a result of the restored awareness of Bharatanatyam 
in Indian modern society. Pandanallur, Vazhuvur, 
and Thanjavur styles, named for the villages from 
which the nattuvanars came, became well-known. 
Rukmini Devi's quest to restore the dance's full 
spiritual potential spurred revisions that resulted in the 
Kalakshetra style of Bharatanatyam.
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Bharatanatyam has evolved as an art form since its 
inception. Gender relations have shifted dramatically 
over the last few decades, with an increasing number 
of men dancers stepping forward to perform and 
participate. Even today, many communities in Indian 
society continue to objectify women, and performance 
sponsorship claims access to the performing image 
and body. In the Indian context, if we see there are 
so many famous female Bharatanatyam dancers (Table 
2) who have played a vital role in this dance culture. 
For example, Mrinalini Sarabhai is a dancer who 
requires no introduction. Sarabhai, one of the most 
well-known faces of Indian classical dance, was an 
expert in Bharatanatyam and Kathakali, as well as a 
choreographer and dance instructor. Another famous 
name is Rukmini Devi, she was a reputed Indian 
classical dancer and choreographer of Bharatanatyam. 
She founded the Kalakshetra Foundation in Chennai. 
She played a vital role in popularizing Bharatanatyam 
to a global audience. Rukmini Devi received the Padma 
Bhushan in 1956 for her contribution to classical art 
and culture.

Societal aspect 
One of India's oldest dancing forms is Bharatanatyam. 
Since ancient times, it has been nourished in the 
temples and courts of southern India. Later, in the 
19thcentury, four brothers known as the Tanjore 
Quartet formalized and documented it as a performing 
art, and their musical compositions for dance still form 
the core of the Bharatanatyam repertoire today. Under 
the Devadasi system, women were consecrated to 
temples to serve the deity as dancers and musicians as 
part of the complex rituals, the art was passed down as 
a living tradition from generation to generation.Until 
the early twentieth century, when a renewed interest 
in India's cultural history spurred the educated elite to 
discover its beauty, these exceptionally brilliant artists 
and male gurus (nattuvanars) were the only reservoirs 
of the art.

Bharatanatyam is now one of India's most popular 
and extensively performed dance styles, with 
male and female dancers performing it all over the 
country. It lends itself well to experimental and fusion 
choreography due to its vast range of motions and 
postures, as well as the balanced mélange of rhythmic 
and mimetic components. Degree and postgraduate 
studies in Bharatanatyam practice and theory, as well 

as the languages involved with its development, are 
offered at India's main universities.In comparison 
to the millennia that this art form has existed, the 
time between its resurgence in the 1930s and today 
has been one of rapid development. More is likely to 
have changed in the last fifty years than at any other 
point in Bharatanatyam's history. For this historic 
art form, the modern world is a completely different 
environment. For centuries, Bharatanatyam's survival 
was reliant on a network of dedicated dancers, lifelong 
trainers, and royal patrons for whom the dance 
was a vital component of social and religious life.
Bharatanatyam artist and longtime activist Mallika 
Sarabhai states that Bharatanatyam is an amazing 
language to break through walls of prejudice, walls 
of fear, and also walls of patriarchy. Bharatanatyam 
gained such respect that in the late 20thcentury. The 
demand for learning Bharatanatyam has gone beyond 
the infrastructure to support and sustain the industry.
Rukmini Devi wrote, Bharatanatyam is at the same 
time the art of the stage, drama, music, poetry, color, 
and rhythm. Its keynote is the dance which includes all 
the arts but whose message is not merely to the senses, 
and through them to a purely external enjoyment, but 
is to the soul of the dancer and the perceiver. Because 
of this message, Bharatanatyam is meant primarily for 
spiritual expression. It cannot be adequately danced by 
anyone without reverence for technique and spiritual 
life. The value today is the need to learn, rather than 
to increase its audience or sponsorship, that is provides 
fuel for the spread of Bharatanatyam.

Statistical data presentation
Dancers are expected to play both male and female 
roles, employing a set of standardized bodily attitudes 
and gestures. Today's Bharatanatyam artists are 
questioning the art form's ingrained traditions.
For example, gender norms play an essential part 
in Bharatanatyam since in abhinaya, dancers are 
demanded to embody both male and female roles 
through a codified series of bodily attitudes and 
gestures. To understand the male and female roles 
and their distribution, a statistical data has been used. 
What are today’s societies thinking about gender bias? 
To understand this question, a Google form has been 
created to reach the maximum number of audiences 
and artists from the different states of India. A total 
number of 36 person responses have been recorded, 
among them, the dancer background percentage was 
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33.33% and the non-dancer background was 66.66% 
(Fig. 4). The mock interview data represent the 
maximum number of a person (94.24%; n=15) who 
doesn’t believe in this gender discrimination. Prof. 
Ravi Sharma said basically it started with devadasis 
in the South Indian temples. Later when it got a tag 
of Classical dance it was again dominated by female 
dancers. But later male dancers also join in and 
nowadays scenario changes. Male Bharatanatyam 
dancers are equally good. The Google (https://docs.
google.com/forms/d/e/1FAIpQLSdlr0DGl2WHOk
du0WR0jJr4CqrGBEJMxY4VqkNWT2SQJf9m2A/
viewform?vc=0&c=0&w=1&flr=0) questionnaire 
question “If there is a good opportunity and job security, 
do you recommend your Male relative to pursue a 
carrier as a Bharatanatyam dancer?” data results were 
very surprising (Fig 5). Non-dancer background 75% 
peoples say ‘No’ and dancer background 68% people 
say ‘Yes’. The individual who accepts others' biased 
behavior toward them and acts by societal norms to 
please everyone around them is indirectly fostering 
discrimination. People's perspectives changed, and the 
social-evil got crushed.

Conclusion
Bharatanatyam has grown in stature and appeal in 
recent years. Learning Bharatanatyam has become 
a prestige symbol for many people, regardless of 
their socioeconomic background or rank. From the 
four walls of the temples, this art form has reached 
the populace in less than five decades. It has gained 
international acclaim and is now a part of international 
dance forums. Finally, we might conclude that our 
culture has evolved with time if we consider that 
previously, Bharatanatyam was performed by devadasis 
in temple courtyards. Because of their caste and class, 
these women were exposed to sexual and economic 
exploitation.So, there will always be stories to tell, 
about the beauty of Bharatanatyam that resides in its 
ability to depict humanity's hardships and sufferings, 
no matter the era and gender.
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Figure1: Study area showing the Bharatanatyam dance 
is originated from the Tamil Nadu region of the Indian 

subcontinent. The digital elevation data shows the 
topography of the Tamil Nadu state.

Figure 2 : Dancing Girl is a prehistoric bronze sculpture 
made in lost-wax casting about c. 2300–1750 BC in the 

Indus Valley Civilization city of Mohenjo-Daro 
(in modern-day Pakistan; right and middle one); Dancing 
Girl engraving on a piece of red potsherd, discovered at 

Bhirrana, India (left one).

Figure 3 : The flow chart diagram represents the 
development phase of Bharatanatyam dance during the 

Vedic period.
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Figure 4 : Number of responses in non-dancer and dancer background from our society

Figure 5 : The pie diagram shows the distribution of the 
(a) non-dancer background (n=24) and (b) Dancer background (n=12).

Table 1

Name Birth Year Place Contribution
Male Dancer

Shri Chinnayya Pillai 1802 Tanjore (T.N) Taught Bharatanatyam to Devadasi as well as boys; 
He invented Adavus

Shri Ponnayya Pillai 1804 The sequence of an order of performance in 
KlaMargam, i.e., Alaripu, Jatiswaram, Shabdam, 
Varnam, 

Shri Shivanand Pillai 1808 Mostly, he spread the Bharatanatyam dance in Baroda
Shri Vadivelu Pillai 1810 He taught Bharatanatyam to Devadasi and lots of Pads 

of Varnam created by him
Chokkalingam Pillai 1896 Tanpandanallur 

(T.N)
He developed the Bharatanatyam dance 

Table 1: The contribution of the Indian famous Male dancer in Bharatanatyam dance.

Table 2

Name Birth Year Place Contribution
Female Dancer

T.P Rajalakshmi 1911 Tanjore  (Madras 
Presidency)

Indian famous Bharatanatyam dancer

Yamini Krishnamurthy 1940 Madanapalle Famous classical dancer in Bharatanatyam, 
Kuchipudi, got Padma Vibhushan and Padma 
Bhushan awards 
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Padma Subrahmanyam 1943 Madras 
Presidency

Famous classical dancer in Bharatanatyam, 
Kuchipudi, got Padma Vibhushan and Padma 
Bhushan awards

Vyjayanthimala 1936 Triplicane 
(Madras)

Actress, dancer, Carnatic singer, politician

HemaMalini 1948 Ammankudi Indian actress, dancer, director, producer, and 
politician

Table 2 : The contribution of the Indian famous Female dancer in Bharatanatyam dance.
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