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ABSTRACT

Haryanvi folk theatre, specifically theforms
of Ragini and Saang, faces profound decline and
marginalization in contemporary Indian culture.
This paper examines the origins and distinct
characteristics of these art forms, tracing their
historical role as vital modes of community
communication and ethical instruction. It analyzes
the complex interplay of factors contributing to
their decline, including moder nization, the
dominance of digital media, and shifting cultural
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x Indianfolk theetre, acompositeart formfusing

music, dance, and visuds, isdeeply embedded inthe
nation’s social fabric (Das, 2013). Evolving from
ancient rituals, it has long served as a powerful,
interactivetool for propagating social, political, and
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folk song) and Saang (a folk dance-theatre) are
defining cultural markersof Haryana (Attri, 2023).
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Theformsareintringcaly linked: aSaangisincompletewithout aRagini, though Ragini can be performed
independently (Kumar, n.d.). Their symbiotic relationship creates a distinctive “folk opera” character
(AllIRJournal.com, 2023; Attri, 2023).

Thispaper arguesthedecline of Haryanvi Ragini and Saangs stemsfrom acomplex interplay of socio-
economic shifts, technol ogica advancements, and changing cultural consumption patterns. Thesefactorshave
marginalized them in contemporary narratives, undermining their historica significance and challenging
preservation efforts.

Haryanvi Ragini and Saangs
Defining Ragini: Lyrical Storytelling, Themes, and Perfor mance Context

Ragini isatraditiond Haryanvi folk musicgenre characterized by lyrica storytellingand poeticexpressons,
conveyingtaesof heroiam, love, sodid issues, and historical narrdtives (RecentMusic.com, 2025). Performances
often take acompetitive singing format, accompanied by regional instruments|ike harmonium, dholak, and
matka (TLHJournal.com, n.d.). Traditionally transmitted orally in local dialects with Hindi elements, Ragini’s
thematic scope includes mythology, socio-political issues, education, women’s empowerment, social awareness,
and nationalism (TLHJournal.com, n.d.). It playsacritical rolein preserving linguistic heritageand folklore,
actingasalivingarchive (Anjdi & Suchitra, 2024; MDU.ac.in, 2017; RecentMusic.com, 2025). Itsadaptability
to address contemporary concernslike alcoholismand dowry underscoresits potential asadynamictool for
socia commentary and moral education (Anahad.ngo, 2025; SDCollegeAmbaaac.in, n.d.).
Defining Saang: Dance-Theatre Form, Characteristics, and Thematic Diver sity

Saang, or Swang, isapopular folk dance-theatre and storytelling styleacrossHaryana, Uttar Pradesh,
Rajasthan, and Madhya Pradesh, signifying “imitation” or “disguise” (Arya, 2023). It is primarily dialogue-
oriented, incorporating theatrics, mimicry (nagal), song, and spoken word (AllRJournal.com, 2023).
Performancesinvolve 10-12 individua sin open-air settings on minimalistic wooden platforms, with audiences
seated around (AllIRJournal.com, 2023). Performers deliver linesin ahigh pitch, traditionally without
microphones (AlIRJourna.com, 2023).

A digtinctivefeatureisthetraditional practiceof male actorsperformingall roles, including female
characters, which addshumor (AllIRJourna .com, 2023). Thisoriginated from historica bansonwomenin
public performances, such as during Aurangzeb’s Mughal era (AlIRJournal.com, 2023). Thematic diversity is
extensive, drawingfrom mordity, folk tales, ingpiring persondities, Indian mythol ogy, and contemporary socia
issues like health, literacy, and women’s empowerment (AlIRJournal.com, 2023; IJIRAS.com, 2020). Dramas
typically concludewith thevictory of good over evil (AlIRJourna.com, 2023; IJIRAS.com, 2020).

Thelnterconnectedness of Ragini and Saang

Ragini and Saang share a profound and intricate relationship, leading many to call Saang a “folk opera”
or “musical theatre” (AlIRJournal.com, 2023; Attri, 2023; TLHJournal.com, n.d.). Historically, Ragini was
integral to Saang, providing the lyrical and musical backbone (Attri, 2023; TLHJournal.com, n.d.). Ragini’s
long narrative poems were the “main attraction” of Saangs (IJIRAS.com, 2020). However, Ragini evolved to
be performed independently and eventua ly competed with Saang, fragmenting audiences (TLHJournal .com,
n.d.). Thisinterna dynamic contributed to the overal decline of both forms, making them morevulnerableto
external pressures.

Historical Evolution and Prominent Figures

Saang is considered one of India’s most ancient folk theatre forms, though its precise origin is debated,
with theoriesranging from a 13th-century origin with poet Shadullahto the current stylefounded by Kishan
Lal Bhaat two hundred yearsago (AllIRJourna.com, 2023; IJIRAS.com, 2020).

Haryana has produced numerous influential figures. Deep Chand Bahman is celebrated as the “Kalidas
of Haryana” for his refined style, while Pandit Lakhmi Chand, the ‘Surya Kavi’ (Sun Poet), is revered for
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infusing Saangswith moral messages (Dpublication.com, 2023; IIMIRM.com, n.d.). Hiswork endures,
inspiring the 2022 film “Dada Lakhmi.” Other key figures like Ali Bux, Baje Bhagat, and Pt. Ramkishan \Was
cemented the art form; their works are now sated for university curricula (AllIRJournal.com, 2023;
Dpublication.com, 2023). The legacy of these artists underscores their profound impact on Haryana’s cultural
memory.

Cultural and Ethical Significance

Haryanvi Ragini and Saangs are powerful conduitsfor transmitting cultural knowledge, beliefs, and
ethics (Attri, 2023). Rooted in “folk knowledge,” they convey Dharma (righteousness) and Karma (action).
Lakhmichand’s Saang of Raja Harishchander, for instance, providesamode! of ethical conduct, illustrating
valuesof justice, sacrifice, and contentment (Attri, 2023).

Beyond entertainment, Saangs “mend and entertain,” imparting social wisdom and moral virtues
(GargiCollege.in, n.d.; IJIRAS.com, 2020). Thisdeep moral didacticism highlightstheir historical roleas
informa educationa ingtitutions. Their decline, therefore, represents not just theloss of an art form but the
weskening of atraditiona mechanismfor mord ingtruction, valuetransmission, and community salf-reflection,
cregting apotential culturd void (Odisha.gov.in, 2006).

The Ebbing Tides: Factors Contributing to Decline and Marginalization
I mpact of M oder nization, M echanization, and Ur banization

Thededlineof traditiona folk arts, including Haryanvi Ragini and Saangs, issignificantly influenced by
moderni zation, mechani zation, and urbanization . The shift toindustrial and digital economiesaltered the
symbiotic rel ati onship between humans, nature, and animal's, often centra to folk performances. For instance,
tractorsdisplaced bullsin agriculture, impacting art formslinked to agrarian life. Thissystemic disruption of
socio-economic and ecol ogical foundations has eroded the context for folk theater. Urbani zation hasdriven
rural artiststo urban centersfor livelihoods, causing them to abandon traditions and community spaces
(IJIRT.org, 2025). Physical exhaustion and urban demands|ead to shiftsin performance style or abandonment,
disconnecting art fromitsorigina significance (IJIRT.org, 2025).

TheRiseof Electronicand Digital Media: Shifting Audience Preferences

The popularization of € ectronic media(radio, television, VCRS) and digital platforms(social media)
has profoundly diminished audienceloyalty towardstraditional folk plays (IJIRT.org, 2025; IJIRAS.com,
2020; Odisha.gov.in, 2006; Tribuneindia.com, 2018). Modern entertainment overshadows traditional
performances, diverting public atention (IJIRT.org, 2025). Digita mediatransformstraditiond festivasinto
“performative events” for display rather than devotion, reshaping cultural values (1JIRT.org, 2025). Modern
entertainment, often focused on *“sensuous pleasure” and “overdoses of sex and violence,” contrasts with folk
drama’s educational and moral purposes (Odisha.gov.in, 2006). This dominance leads to decreased demand
for live, locally rooted performances, contributing to cultural homogeni zation (Odisha.gov.in, 2006).

L ossof Traditional Patronageand Economic Challengesfor Artists

Historicaly, folk theatretroupesthrived on royal patronagefrom kingsand zamindars, which provided
mord and financia incentives(Odisha.gov.in, 2006). Withtheabolition of thesesystems, professiond troupes
languished, many “at the verge of extinction” (Odisha.gov.in, 2006). This loss resulted in dwindling paid
opportunitiesand severeeconomic strugglesfor practitioners (1JIRT.org, 2025; Ins ghtsOnlndia.com, 2025).
Lack of financid stability compel sartiststo seek dternative employment, leading to asignificant lossof killed
performersand disruptioninintergenerationa knowledgetransmisson (1JIRT.org, 2025; InsghtsOnindia.com,
2025). Artists seeking donations are sometimes stigmatized as beggars, further tarnishing the art’s prestige
and discouraging younger generations (IJIRT.org, 2025).
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Weakening Transmission M echanismsand | nstitutional Support Gaps

Traditional methods of passing down folk art forms areweakening, resulting in asignificant loss of
inva uableknowledgeand skills(Ins ghtsOnlndia.com, 2025). Despite Governmental and academicinitiatives,
there remains a pervasive “lack of institutional support” (InsightsOnindia.com, 2025; Odisha.gov.in, 2006).
This iscompounded by negative attitudes from some “ultra modernists in bureaucracy” who view folk theatre
asarchaic (Odishagov.in, 2006). Ingtitutionslikethe Dada L akhmi Chand State University of Performingand
Visud Arts(DLC SUPVA) havefaced prol onged academic delaysand infrastructura deficiencies, hindering
effective cultural education and preservation efforts. These operationa shortcomingsindicate adisconnect
between policy and effectiveimplementation, failing to counter systemic challenges.

Contemporary Narratives. Representation and Challengesin Modern India
How Haryanvi Folk TheatrelsPortrayed (or Absent) in Contemporary Literary and Cultural
Discourse

Haryanvi folk theatrefindsvariousformsof representation in contemporary Indian discourse. Modern
theatre adoptsfolk e ementsin scenic design and language (GargiCollege.in, n.d.; IJARIlie.com, n.d.). Plays
like Girish Karnad’s Hayavadana and Nagamandal a successfully fusefolk formsand content (Gargi College,
n.d.). Folk formsared so repurposed for socid campaigns (hedth, family planning, anti-dowry) (Gargi College,
n.d.). Thisadaptiveresilienceraisesquestionsabout preserving authenticity versusutility in new contexts.

Significantly, the marginalization is so profound that it isreflected in its near-total absence from
contemporary Haryanvi literature. While cinema and digital platforms engage with the folk past, the region’s
novelists and poets have largely remained silent. This literary silence reinforces the art’s cultural isolation,
proving it has truly become an ‘echo from the margins.

Haryanvi cinema is emerging as a significant platform. Films like “Dada Lakhmi” (2022), portraying Pt. Lakhmi
Chand’s life, have won national awards and sparked global conversations on regional identity (Yadav, 2025).
Digital platforms like “Stage’ focus on Haryanvi content, including films, folk music, and Nukkad Nataks
(street plays), aiming to create a dedicated “cultural space” for regional languages and challenge negative
perceptionsof Haryanvi (Yadav, 2025).
Challengesin SustainingAuthenticity Amidst M oder n Adaptations

While modern adaptations offer visibility, they challenge authenticity. Mainstream Bollywood’s portrayal
of folk arts has been “disappointing and unfulfilling” (TheAligarhwala.substack.com, n.d.). Digital platforms,
while offering reach, can lead to traditions being showcased “maore for display than devotion” (IJIRT.org,
2025). Thisshift from organic community ritua to performancefor an audiencereshapes cultural val ues,
potentialy diluting or commerciaizing theart form (1JIRT.org, 2025). This paradox meanstoolsfor reviva
can s multaneoudy thresten authenticity, risking transformationinto superficia commoditiesand eroding deep-
rooted significance (1JIRT.org, 2025).

TheRoleof Haryanvi Cinemaand Digital Platforms

Haryanvi cinemaand digital platforms present adoubl e-edged sword. Haryanvi filmsgain recognition
at international festivals and national awards (“Dada Lakhmi’) (Yadav, 2025). Platforms like *Stage’ offer
globa outreach and commercid potentid for Haryanvi content, fostering regiond prideand countering negeative
perceptions (Yadav, 2025).

However, thenascent Haryanvi filmindustry facesinternal challenges: lack of professiondism, unpaid
actors, and ashortage of skilled artistsand technicians (Yadav, 2025). Whiledigitalization offersimmense
potentia, theseinfrastructura and ethica shortcomings can undermine genuine promotion and preservation.
The risk of “cultural disconnect” remains if quick commercial gains are prioritized over meticulous development
and authentic representation (Yadav, 2025).
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Reclaiming the Sage: Preservation and Revival Initiatives
Governmental Policiesand Schemes

Governmentshaveinitiated policiesto preservetraditiona arts. The Haryana Government established
the DadaLakhmi Chand State University of Performing and Visua Arts(DLC SUPVA) in Rohtak in 2014
(DLCSUPVA .ac.in, n.d). Whileoffering broad artsprograms, explicit curriculum for Haryanvi folk theetreis
not detailed (DLCSUPVA .ac.in, n.d.). The university has a so faced academic delays and infrastructural
deficiencies (Wikipedia, 2025).

Moredirect measuresincludethe Pandit Lakhmi Chand Kdakar Samagjik Samman Yojana(May 2025),
providing amonthly honorarium of Rs. 10,000 to senior artists (Notopedia.com, 2025). KurukshetraUniversity
offersRs 2lakh to four sel ected Saang teamsannually, with Rs 25,000 per performance (The Tribune, 2018).
The Sangeet Natak Akademi’s Folk and Tribal Section organizes festivals (‘Desaj,” ‘Lok Jan Pratha Utsav’)
and a “Training and Preservation” scheme (SangeetNatak.gov.in, 2025). While providing crucial financial
support, academic delays and curriculum gaps suggest these eff orts may beinsufficient without revitalizing
contemporary relevance.

Academicand Ingtitutional Contributions

Academic institutions increasingly contribute to preservation. Kurukshetra University’s Department of
Music & Dance promotes Haryanvi folk danceand produces PhD scholars (KUK .ac.in, n.d.). It organizes
‘Ratnawali’ cultural festivals featuring Ragini and Saang to promote Haryanvi folk culture among youth
(KUK .ac.in, 2016; Timesofindia.com, 2016). Maharishi Dayanand University (MDU) includes “Folk Music
of Haryana” in its M.A. Music curriculum and researches Haryanvi folk songs (Anjali & Suchitra, 2024;
MDU.ac.in, 2017). Pt. Ramkishan \Was’s autobiography and Raginis are slated for inclusion in both universities’
curricula(Wikipedia, 2025). Thisintegrationintoformal curriculaprovidesacademicrigor andaformd learning
pathway but must be bal anced with grassroots engagement to avoi d detaching theart form from itscommunity
roots (Anahad.ngo, 2025; TLHJourna.com, n.d.).

Roleof NGOsand Cultural Organizations

NGOsand loca cultural organizations providecrucia grassroots support. Anahad NGO preserves
Haryanvi folk musi ¢ by supporting artistslike Kirshan, who usetraditional music to address contemporary
socia issues(alcoholism, dowry, education, and gender equality) and |everagetechnol ogy for promotion
(Anahad Foundation, 2025). Kurukshetra University’s incentives for Saang teams also sustain performance
groups(Tribuneindia.com, 2018). These grassrootsefforts, combining traditiona art with sociad messaging,
offer an agile, community-respons ve strategy that complementstop-down policies.
L everaging Digital Platfor msand Cultural Tourism for Outreach

Digitd platformsand cultural tourism offer new opportunitiesfor outreach and revenue. Platformslike
‘Stage,” for instance, provide dedicated Haryanvi spaces reaching millions (Yadav, 2025), while digital media
disseminates cultura heritage (Anjali & Suchitra, 2024). Cultural tourismisalso seenasaviablereviva
measure (InsightsOnlndia.com, 2025). However, thisintegration threatens authenticity. Digitd tools, while
offering reach, can reduce traditions to being “more for display than devotion” (1JIRT.org, 2025). The goal
must be “digital preservation” that captures the “aura” of the original performance, not commercial exploitation
that dilutescultural significance (1JIRT.org, 2025; ResearchGate.net, n.d.). Balancing accessibility with
authenticity isthereforecrucid for sustainablerevival.
Community-L ed Effortsand thel mportanceof Intergenerational Transmission

Historically, Saangs were sustained by robust community support, with local contributions (*chamola”
or “rasoi”) often earmarked for social welfare (Tribuneindia.com, 2018). This model highlights the art’s integral
roleinloca socid and economiclife, suggesting genuinereviva requiresre-establishing community ownership
beyond external grants. Fostering intergenerationd transmission through informa channels, dongsideformal
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education, iscriticd for theart formtoremainalivingtradition (IJIRT.org, 2025). ArtigslikeKirshanemphasize
theyounger generation learning and continuing theart of their homeland (Anahad.ngo, 2025). Thisblend of
informa and structured learningisessentia for cultura continuity.

CONCLUSION

The analysis reveals that Haryanvi Ragini and Saangs, once integral to Haryana’s cultural and social
fabric, face profound decline. Theseart formswere not just entertainment but crucial communicationtools
andidentity markers, acting asinformal educationd ingtitutionsthat transmitted ethical valuesand community
wisdom.

Thisdedlineismultifaceted, semming from thesystemic disruption of modernization, theshiftinaudience
preferencesdueto digital media, economic precarity from lost patronage, and gapsininstitutional support.
Thismargindization representsasignificant lossof uniquelinguistic heritage, oral traditions, and community
cohesion. The paradox of new mediaoffering outreach whilerisking dilution further complicates preservation.
Concerted effortsare urgently needed to prevent theseformsfrom becoming mererelics (1JIRT.org, 2025).

For sustainablereviva, amulti-pronged approach isessential:
(1) HodligticPolicy Frameworksintegrating financia and infrastructura support;
(2) Curriculum Integrationinformal education, balanced withinforma guru-shishya programs;
(3) SrategicDigital Engagement that prioritizesauthenticity over commercidization;
(4) Community Empower ment toreviveloca patronage;
(5) Cross-Cultural Collaboration between traditiona and contemporary artists; and
(6) Enhanced Research for arobust knowledge base.
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