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Abstract—The cultural narrative of Lord Ram holds a
profound place in the religious, spiritual, and socio-
political consciousness of India, particularly in Uttar
Pradesh, where it is deeply embedded in the region’s folk
traditions. This research explores how the figure of Ram
has been interpreted, performed, and preserved through
various folk performance traditions such as Ramlila,
Biraha, Kaharwa, Bhojpuri folk songs, and Nautanki.
These performative art forms not only serve as a vehicle
for transmitting the Ramayana's core messages of
dharma (duty), maryada (ethics), and bhakti (devotion)
but also embody local cultural expressions, regional
dialects, and community beliefs. The study critically
examines the ways in which these performances blend
the sacred with the popular, creating a dynamic cultural
space where myth and modernity coexist. By analyzing
scripts, songs, costumes, staging techniques, and
audience reception, the paper sheds light on how these
folk traditions localize the Ram narrative and reinterpret
it across generations. The study also emphasizes the role
of oral transmission, community participation, and the
regional vernacular in sustaining these traditions in the
digital age.Furthermore, this research investigates the
socio-cultural functions of folk performances depicting
Ram, highlighting their roles in community bonding,
moral instruction, and cultural continuity. It considers
the transformations these traditions have undergone due
to socio-political influences, religious movements, media
interventions, and urban migration. The paper pays
special attention to how folk performances act as both a
resistance to and a negotiation with dominant religious
discourses and commercial entertainment forms. In the
contemporary context, the research analyzes whether
these performances are merely surviving or evolving by
adapting to digital platforms and modern aesthetics.
Through  qualitative methods including field
observations, interviews with performers, and textual
analysis, the study wuncovers the resilience and
adaptability of these cultural forms. Ultimately, this
paper posits that folk performances in Uttar Pradesh are
not just theatrical renditions of Ram’s life but are
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powerful cultural mechanisms that reflect, reinforce, and
sometimes challenge the collective consciousness and
religious identity of the communities involved. By tracing
the cultural journey of Ram through these traditional art
forms, the study contributes to a deeper understanding
of the interplay between folklore, faith, and regional
identity in India’s heartland.

Index Terms—Ram, Ramlila, Cultural, Folk, Traditions,
Ramayana

I. INTRODUCTION

The cultural persona of Lord Ram transcends religious
devotion in India, becoming a deeply embedded
symbol of ethical governance, righteous conduct, and
ideal human values. Sarmah, & Borah (2025). Among
the many regions where his legend resonates
profoundly, Uttar Pradesh stands as a central stage for
his veneration historically, culturally, and spiritually.
Gangatharan, (2011). As the purported birthplace of
Ram in Ayodhya and the site of numerous epic
references in the Ramayana, Uttar Pradesh functions
as both a sacred geography and a dynamic cultural
space for Ram-centric expressions. These expressions
are not limited to scripture or temple worship but are
widely manifested through diverse and vibrant folk
performance traditions. Art forms such as Ramlila,
Nautanki, Biraha, Kajri, Kaharwa, and Alha have long
served as vital modes of storytelling, often
reinterpreting the Ram narrative with local color,
dialect, and symbolism Sharma, (2020). These
performances provide more than entertainment; they
are conduits for transmitting values, reinforcing
communal bonds, and preserving collective memory.
Rooted in rural soil yet flexible enough to evolve,
these traditions bridge the gap between myth and
modern life, speaking to audiences across caste, class,
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and literacy lines. The significance of these
performances lies in their capacity to adapt ancient
spiritual tales into relevant and relatable experiences
for each generation, especially in a state where oral
traditions still serve as a powerful educational and
socializing tool Abrahams, (2011).

In this light, the present study takes on both cultural
and academic urgency. While the Ramayana continues
to be studied from theological, literary, and
philosophical standpoints, its folk renditions often
escape scholarly attention, particularly in the context
of their evolving forms in rural and semi-urban Uttar
Pradesh. This research aims to critically explore how
folk performances not only narrate the life and values
of Lord Ram but also reflect the socio-political
landscapes and everyday struggles of their performers
and audiences. The cultural construction of Ram in
these forms is not static but is instead reimagined in
response to contemporary realities be it the advent of
digital media, the influence of political religiosity, or
the pressures of  modernization. These
reinterpretations of Ram speak volumes about how
tradition functions in a dynamic society and offer a
lens into how faith, folklore, and identity intersect in
everyday life. By documenting and analyzing these
performances through ethnographic methods, textual
interpretation, and performer narratives, this study
contributes to the understanding of regional cultural
history, religious pluralism, and performance studies.
Ultimately, it argues that folk performances in Uttar
Pradesh are not only preservers of divine lore but are
also living, breathing expressions of a people’s
ongoing dialogue with their heritage, values, and sense
of belonging Chatterjee, (2024).

II. OBJECTIVES

1. To explore how the character and cultural
symbolism of Lord Ram are represented,
interpreted, and localized through various folk
performance traditions in Uttar Pradesh.

2. To examine the role of these performances in
preserving regional identity, moral values, and
communal memory within changing social and
cultural contexts.

Research Questions

1. How do folk performances in Uttar Pradesh
reinterpret and convey the cultural and ethical
narratives associated with Lord Ram?
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2. In what ways do these performances contribute to
the continuity and transformation of regional
cultural identity in contemporary times?

III. SCOPE AND METHODOLOGY

This research paper delves into the cultural portrayal
of Lord Ram through the lens of folk performances in
Uttar Pradesh, focusing on how traditional art forms
like Ramlila, Nautanki, Biraha, Kaharwa, and regional
storytelling practices reinterpret and preserve the
legacy of Ram in everyday cultural life. The scope of
the study encompasses both rural and semi-urban
regions of Uttar Pradesh where such performances are
still actively practiced, especially during religious
festivals, local fairs (melas), and temple celebrations.
The research does not limit itself to any one specific
region but aims to cover a diverse range of districts,
including Ayodhya, Varanasi, Chitrakoot, and eastern
UP, where these folk traditions flourish in distinctive
ways. The focus is on how Ram is not only represented
as a religious figure but as a cultural icon whose values
are reshaped by the lived experiences, dialects, social
hierarchies, and historical consciousness of the
communities performing these narratives. Special
attention is given to how these traditions adapt to or
resist modern influences such as digital media,
urbanization, and political appropriation, and how
they continue to shape collective identity and moral
discourse within local societies Barbero, (2002)..

The methodology of this study is qualitative, rooted
primarily in ethnographic and interpretative
approaches. Fieldwork forms the backbone of the
research, including direct observations of
performances, participation in community events, and
informal and semi-structured interviews with folk
artists, community elders, organizers, and audience
members. Audio-visual recordings and photographic
documentation support the observational data to
capture performance dynamics, costumes, gestures,
and audience engagement. Textual analysis is
employed to examine scripts, lyrics, and narrative
structures of performances where available,
highlighting the adaptation of the Ramayana story into
regional vernaculars and idioms. The study also draws
upon secondary sources such as scholarly articles, folk
literature, cultural studies, and historical accounts that
discuss the evolution of folk traditions in Uttar
Pradesh. By triangulating data from live
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performances, textual materials, and oral testimonies,
the research offers a comprehensive understanding of
how the image of Ram continues to be performed,
reinvented, and sustained in contemporary cultural
settings. Ultimately, this methodology allows for a
rich, nuanced exploration of the interplay between
faith, folklore, and identity in shaping the cultural
landscape of Uttar Pradesh.

Understanding the Cultural Symbolism of Ram in
Uttar Pradesh

The figure of Lord Ram occupies a unique and
enduring place in the cultural, religious, and social
consciousness of India, and more prominently so in
Uttar Pradesh, which is considered the heartland of
Ram’s legacy. As the site of Ayodhya his birthplace
and the setting of many key episodes from the
Ramayana Uttar Pradesh serves not just as a
geographical backdrop but as a cultural crucible where
the symbolism of Ram has been shaped, reinforced,
and continually reinterpreted through centuries Singh,
(2012). While Ram is venerated across the country as
an incarnation of Lord Vishnu, the cultural meaning of
Ram in Uttar Pradesh goes far beyond theological
abstraction. He emerges as a symbol of ethical
governance, familial loyalty, personal sacrifice, social
responsibility, and spiritual strength. Importantly,
these values are not merely articulated in scripture or
temple rituals; they are performed and preserved in the
everyday cultural practices of the people, especially
through folk performances that vividly bring Ram’s
story to life in the public sphere. These performances,
including Ramlila, Nautanki, Biraha, Kaharwa, Alha,
and Bhojpuri folk songs, reflect a rich tradition of oral
storytelling where Ram’s image is mediated through
music, theatre, dialogue, costume, gesture, and
audience interaction, making his presence both
tangible and emotionally resonant Sharma, (2020).
The cultural symbolism of Ram in Uttar Pradesh is
deeply intertwined with the identity and moral
framework of'its people. He is seen not only as a divine
being but also as the embodiment of maryada
Purushottam the ideal man who upholds duty and
righteousness even in the face of personal hardship.
This conceptualization makes Ram’s character
especially meaningful in rural and semi-urban areas,
where folk traditions serve as key transmitters of
moral and social values. In the performance of
Ramlila, for example, Ram’s actions are not only
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dramatized for religious devotion but also to
demonstrate the virtues of truth, patience, justice, and
non-violence in ways that are accessible and relatable
to diverse audiences. The dramatic enactments, often
performed in local dialects, become communal events
that blend religious worship with cultural
participation, education, and social bonding. The
moral dilemmas faced by Ram his decision to go into
exile, his adherence to his father’s word, his struggle
against evil are presented not just as mythological tales
but as moral parables that continue to guide conduct in
everyday life. As such, the performances offer a model
for individual and collective behavior, reinforcing
values that are central to regional identity Jaiswal,
(1993).

Folk traditions such as Biraha and Kaharwa further
enhance the emotional depth of Ram’s story, often
emphasizing themes of separation, longing, and
devotion. These narrative songs, sung in heartfelt
tones, transform Ram’s exile and Sita’s suffering into
symbols of endurance, love, and faith. In many cases,
these songs are adapted to reflect contemporary
emotions, local realities, and personal struggles,
allowing audiences to identify with the divine
narrative on a human level Regmi, (2024). This
process of emotional translation where divine events
are rendered in everyday language and sentiments is
one of the key mechanisms through which Ram’s
symbolism remains dynamic and relevant. Even in
Nautanki, a folk theatre form known for its dramatic
exaggeration and satire, the figure of Ram is often
portrayed with a blend of reverence and relatability.
Here, Ram becomes both a larger-than-life hero and a
figure who speaks to the aspirations, anxieties, and
moral questions of the common people. His image is
not static or dogmatic but evolves with each retelling,
shaped by the perspectives of performers, the
expectations of audiences, and the socio-political
environment in which these performances take place
Hawreliak, (2013).

In contemporary times, the symbolism of Ram in Uttar
Pradesh has also become a site of negotiation between
tradition and modernity. As society faces the forces of
urbanization, migration, digital media, and political
influence, the ways in which Ram is represented and
understood through folk performances are also
changing. While some traditional forms have declined
in visibility due to the rise of television serials, films,
and mobile entertainment, others have found new life
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on digital platforms or through institutional support
from cultural organizations and religious bodies. Yet,
even in their transformed state, these performances
continue to serve as cultural touchstones. In urban
areas, Ramlila performances have begun to
incorporate modern lighting, sound, and multimedia
effects, while still retaining the core narrative and
moral themes of Ram’s journey Shandil, (2019). This
blending of old and new ensures that Ram’s story
remains appealing to younger generations who may
not have experienced the folk traditions of earlier
times. Furthermore, performers and audiences use
these spaces to express community pride, regional
heritage, and religious identity, demonstrating the
power of folk performance as a means of cultural
continuity and innovation Mishra, & Newme, (2015).
The symbolism of Ram has also been shaped by
political and social developments, particularly in the
context of Ayodhya and the Ram Janmabhoomi
movement. While the political appropriation of Ram’s
image has at times polarized public discourse, the folk
traditions continue to offer more inclusive and
nuanced representations of Ram. In many rural
performances, Ram is depicted not as a figure of
conquest or exclusion but as a protector of the weak, a
supporter of justice, and a symbol of harmony. These
portrayals underscore the community-based ethos of
folk culture, where the emphasis lies on shared moral
values rather than sectarian narratives. Importantly,
folk performances often involve participants from
diverse backgrounds regardless of caste, class, or
gender demonstrating the integrative potential of
Ram’s story as a cultural resource that unites rather
than divides Prakash, (2019).

In essence, understanding the cultural symbolism of
Ram in Uttar Pradesh through folk performances
requires a holistic approach that considers history,
performance practice, local dialects, audience
engagement, and socio-political context. It is through
these folk forms that Ram becomes not just a deity to
be worshipped, but a cultural figure to be lived with an
ideal whose values are sung in the fields, acted out in
village squares, and discussed in everyday
conversations. The folk traditions of Uttar Pradesh,
thus, function as living archives of moral thought,
social memory, and cultural creativity. They not only
preserve the narrative of Ram but continuously
reinterpret it in light of changing realities, making his
symbolism ever-relevant to the moral and emotional
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lives of the people. In doing so, they affirm that Ram
is not confined to sacred texts or political slogans; he
is a dynamic cultural symbol who walks with the
people, in their stories, their struggles, and their hopes
for a just and harmonious society Ram, (2013).

Folk Performance Traditions in Uttar Pradesh:

Uttar Pradesh boasts a rich tapestry of folk
performance traditions that have long served as vital
vehicles for preserving and propagating the cultural
and spiritual legacy of Lord Ram. Among the most
iconic is Ramlila, a theatrical retelling of the
Ramayana that is performed across the state during the
festival of Dussehra. These performances, staged in
open-air settings or temporary village theatres, can
range from simple narrations to grand multi-day
productions complete with elaborate costumes,
lighting, and sound effects. Ramlila not only
dramatizes the life and virtues of Ram but also
transforms villages and towns into sacred cultural
spaces where the divine becomes part of the everyday
Hertel, & Humes, (1993).

Similarly, Nautanki, a vibrant form of folk theatre
known for its dramatic dialogues, dance, and music,
incorporates episodes from Ram’s life, blending
mythological content with social themes and satire.
This form is especially popular in the western and
central parts of the state and is known for its
accessibility to all layers of society. Another
significant tradition is that of Bhajan Mandalis
community-based devotional singing groups that
perform spiritual songs centered on Ram’s life, virtues,
and teachings. These gatherings, often held in temples
or homes, foster collective devotion and reinforce the
values of compassion, truth, and justice through
melodious group singing accompanied by instruments
like harmonium, dholak, and manjeera Sharma,
(2007).

Integral to these performance traditions are the oral
narratives and musical expressions that bring the
stories of Ram to life. Unlike written scriptures, these
folk forms rely heavily on oral transmission, making
them more fluid and adaptable to local contexts. In
eastern Uttar Pradesh, traditions such as Biraha and
Kaharwa infuse the narrative of Ram with deep
emotional resonance, often focusing on themes of
longing, exile, and moral struggle. These forms not
only entertain but educate, using local dialects, poetic
devices, and lyrical storytelling to communicate
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complex ideas about duty, loyalty, and righteousness.
Music, rhythm, and repetition play key roles in
embedding these narratives in the memory of
audiences, many of whom may not have formal
education but learn values and history through these
performances. Even children's lullabies and seasonal
folk songs occasionally incorporate references to Ram,
subtly weaving religious narratives into the cultural
consciousness from a young age.

Equally important is the aspect of community
participation and intergenerational transmission that
sustains these folk performance traditions. In villages
across Uttar Pradesh, preparations for Ramlila or
Bhajan Mandalis often involve the collective efforts of
the entire community. Elders share stories and
knowledge of performance techniques, while younger
members take on acting roles, play instruments, or
manage stage logistics. This participatory model
ensures that cultural knowledge is not only preserved
but actively passed down from one generation to the
next. These performances are often funded and
organized through community donations and
voluntary labor, further reinforcing their communal
nature. In this way, folk performances function not
only as artistic expressions but as social institutions
that foster cultural continuity, moral education, and
communal identity. Even in an age dominated by
digital media and commercial entertainment, these
traditions retain their power and relevance by
providing immersive, locally rooted ways of engaging
with the enduring legacy of Lord Ram (Kumari &
Rahman).

Representation of Ram in Folk Performances:

The representation of Lord Ram in the folk
performance traditions of Uttar Pradesh is a
multidimensional process that combines storytelling,
ritual, visual aesthetics, and linguistic expression to
create a deeply immersive and culturally resonant
portrayal. Central to this representation are the
storytelling techniques and script structures that form
the narrative foundation of performances such as
Ramlila, Nautanki, Bhajan Mandalis, and other
regional forms. Unlike the fixed structure of literary
texts like Valmiki’s Ramayana or Tulsidas’s
Ramcharitmanas, the folk versions often employ
flexible, episodic storytelling formats. These
narratives are tailored to local contexts and audiences,
using vernacular languages and dialects such as
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Awadhi, Bhojpuri, and Braj. Folk scripts typically
emphasize moral dilemmas, emotional conflicts, and
key turning points in Ram’s journey his exile, the
abduction of Sita, the building of the bridge to Lanka,
and the battle with Ravan making them accessible and
emotionally powerful. The use of repetition, musical
interludes, and dramatic dialogues allows performers
to engage the audience dynamically while reinforcing
ethical messages. In many cases, improvisation is
encouraged, giving performers the freedom to adapt
scenes based on audience reactions, local customs, or
contemporary social concerns, thereby ensuring that
Ram’s story remains both sacred and socially relevant.
Equally significant are the ritual elements and
performance spaces in which these narratives unfold.
Folk performances often begin with ceremonial acts
such as lighting lamps, offering prayers to Ram and
other deities, or invoking blessings from village elders
or local priests. These rituals imbue the performance
with a sense of sacredness and connect the community
to the divine purpose of the storytelling. The physical
spaces where these performances take place village
squares, temple courtyards, temporary stages, or open
fields—are transformed into sacred theatres that blur
the lines between the spiritual and the everyday. In
rural Uttar Pradesh, a Ramlila ground may serve not
only as a stage but as a site of pilgrimage during the
festival season, drawing thousands of spectators who
view the enactment as a form of religious observance.
The integration of performance with religious practice
elevates the cultural significance of the representation
of Ram, positioning him as both a mythological hero
and a moral guide whose story offers divine instruction
to his devotees.

The visual and linguistic representation of Ram is
further enriched through iconography, costumes, and
the use of language. The actor portraying Ram is
typically dressed in saffron or golden attire
symbolizing purity, renunciation, and royalty, often
with a bow and arrow as key attributes signifying his
identity as a warrior upholding dharma. A crown
(mukut), tilak on the forehead, and flower garlands
enhance the divine imagery, while slow, graceful
movements and composed facial expressions
distinguish Ram from other characters, emphasizing
his calm, just, and righteous nature Kundalia, (2015).
Language plays a crucial role in reinforcing this
idealized image. The dialogues attributed to Ram are
typically measured, poetic, and morally instructive,

INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF INNOVATIVE RESEARCH IN TECHNOLOGY 256



© August 2025 | IJIRT | Volume 12 Issue 3 | ISSN: 2349-6002

reflecting his status as maryada-Purushottam the
perfect man. Even in highly musical forms like
Nautanki, where humor and improvisation are
common, Ram’s character is treated with deep
reverence, and his language remains dignified and
devotional. These visual and verbal codes serve to
separate Ram from other characters, allowing the
audience to recognize and internalize his virtues
through repeated performance exposure. Thus, the
representation of Ram in the folk performances of
Uttar Pradesh is not simply about retelling a religious
epic but about enacting a lived, shared cultural ideal
one that continues to inspire ethical reflection,
collective devotion, and social cohesion across
generations Tripathi, (2023).

Sociopolitical Dimensions of Ram in Folk Media:
The figure of Lord Ram in the folk media of Uttar
Pradesh is not only a spiritual and cultural icon but also
a potent symbol that carries deep sociopolitical
implications. Folk performances such as Ramlila,
Nautanki, Biraha, and village ballads have long served
as more than devotional expressions they function as
platforms for social commentary, political messaging,
and the articulation of collective identity. In rural and
semi-urban regions, where access to formal political
discourse may be limited, these folk traditions provide
a powerful means for communities to engage with
prevailing social issues through the lens of Ram’s
story Kumar, (2015). For instance, Ram’s struggle
against injustice, his commitment to dharma
(righteousness), and his actions as an ideal king are
often used allegorically to critique corruption,
inequality, and poor governance in contemporary
society. Performers frequently insert references to
current events, social tensions, or local grievances into
their scripts, using the moral authority of Ram to
challenge power structures or call for ethical reform.
Moreover, the folk portrayal of Ram has historically
been inclusive, often transcending caste and class
divisions by emphasizing his compassion, humility,
and dedication to the welfare of all beings, including
tribal and marginalized characters like Shabari or
Nishadraj. These representations have offered a
counter-narrative to more elite or Sanskritized
versions of the Ramayana, promoting a more
grassroots and egalitarian vision of Ram. However, the
sociopolitical role of Ram in folk media has also
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evolved in response to changing political climates
Ram, (2024)

In recent decades, the image of Ram has been
mobilized by various ideological movements,
particularly in the context of the Ayodhya dispute,
turning him into a symbol of religious nationalism.
While this politicization has amplified Ram’s visibility
in the public sphere, it has also introduced tensions
into folk traditions that were once more pluralistic and
inclusive. In response, some performers and local
artists have consciously sought to preserve the
humanistic, devotional, and community-centered
aspects of Ram’s character, resisting overt
politicization while reaffirming his cultural and moral
relevance.

Ultimately, the sociopolitical dimensions of Ram in
folk media reflect the dynamic relationship between
religion, culture, and power in Uttar Pradesh. Folk
performances act as mirrors to society responding to
its hopes, conflicts, and transformations while
continuing to offer a space where Ram’s story can
inspire critical reflection, social cohesion, and ethical
discourse within the framework of lived tradition
Rajagopal, (2001).

Challenges and Transformations in the Digital Age:
The digital age has brought profound changes to the
cultural landscape of Uttar Pradesh, significantly
impacting the form, reach, and function of folk
performances centered around the narrative of Lord
Ram. Traditional performance practices such as
Ramlila, Nautanki, Bhajan Mandalis, and oral
storytelling, which were once deeply embedded in the
social and spiritual rhythms of rural life, now face new
challenges in an era dominated by smartphones, social
media  platforms, and on-demand  digital
entertainment.

One of the most pressing issues is the decline of live
audience engagement. With younger generations
increasingly drawn to digital content and visual media,
the communal experience of watching or participating
in open-air Ramlila or devotional gatherings has
diminished. As a result, many villages that once
organized elaborate Ramlilas or hosted traveling
Nautanki troupes have seen a decrease in participation,
funding, and volunteer enthusiasm. Additionally,
traditional artists often lack the resources or digital
literacy to adapt their content to online formats, which
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places them at a disadvantage in a media environment
driven by algorithms, virality, and visual appeal.
However, the digital age has also created opportunities
for transformation and renewal. Some performers,
recognizing the potential of digital platforms, have
begun uploading folk renditions of the Ramayana,
devotional songs, and even entire Ramlila episodes on
YouTube, Facebook, and Instagram. This shift has
allowed them to reach diasporic and urban audiences
who are geographically distant from the rural roots of
these traditions but remain culturally connected.
Online viewership has, in some cases, brought new
visibility and recognition to regional artists who were
previously confined to local circuits. Furthermore,
cultural institutions and religious organizations have
started to document and archive folk performances
digitally, offering new forms of preservation that
protect these traditions from complete obsolescence.
Hybrid  performances  combining traditional
storytelling with modern lighting, sound, and video
projection are also emerging in urban settings,
signaling an evolution in the aesthetics and techniques
of folk performance.

Yet, this transition is not without its cultural and
ethical complexities. The digitization of folk traditions
risks flattening the context-rich, participatory essence
of live performances, reducing them to consumable
visual content. The sacredness and ritual dimensions
that are integral to performances like Ramlila may lose
their depth when divorced from physical community
settings. Moreover,  commercialization  and
competition for online visibility may compel
performers to alter or sensationalize content,
potentially diluting the moral and philosophical
integrity of Ram’s narrative.

Despite these concerns, the digital age presents an
evolving frontier where tradition and technology
intersect. If approached thoughtfully, this intersection
can serve not only to safeguard the cultural heritage of
Ram-based folk performances in Uttar Pradesh but
also to rejuvenate them for contemporary and future
audiences. The challenge lies in balancing authenticity
with innovation, ensuring that the spiritual, cultural,
and social essence of these traditions is preserved even
as they transform within the digital realm.

Case Studies from Select Districts: Ayodhya,
Chitrakoot, Varanasi

To wunderstand the lived realities and localized
expressions of Ram’s cultural presence in folk
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performances, case studies from districts like
Ayodhya, Chitrakoot, and Varanasi provide valuable
insight into the diversity and richness of these
traditions in Uttar Pradesh. In Ayodhya, considered the
epicenter of Ram’s life and legacy, Ramlila is not
merely a performance but a sacred ritual deeply
entwined with the spiritual identity of the city. Here,
performances are held with exceptional reverence,
often lasting for several days during the Navaratri
season, with actors undertaking vows of purity and
spiritual discipline. Local scripts based on Tulsidas’s
Ramcharitmanas dominate, and the entire town
participates either as performers, organizers, or
spectators. In many areas, performances take place in
front of temples or on ghats, blending theatricality
with devotional fervor and reinforcing Ayodhya’s
image as a living epic landscape Kumar, (2022).
Chitrakoot, another significant site associated with
Ram’s exile, presents a more intimate and earthy form
of folk performance. In this region, Bhajan Mandalis,
Kaharwa songs, and Biraha ballads take center stage
during religious gatherings and local festivals. The
representation of Ram here is often marked by themes
of hardship, nature, and rural life, reflecting the forest-
dwelling phase of the epic. These performances are
less theatrical than those in Ayodhya but carry deep
emotional and spiritual resonance among local
communities. Devotional songs often narrate the
simple, austere life Ram led during his exile, and
performers include local farmers, elders, and youths,
ensuring intergenerational participation and a strong
sense of cultural continuity Levin, (1996).

In Varanasi, a historic center of learning and
spirituality, folk performances of Ram draw upon a
blend of scholarly tradition and popular culture. While
Ramlila continues to be performed in both traditional
and modernized formats, the city also hosts innovative
forms such as Ram-themed Nautanki and stage plays
that engage with contemporary issues through the
moral lens of the Ramayana. Performances here often
include commentaries or narrations that connect
Ram’s ideals with present-day challenges, such as
corruption, gender justice, and environmental
degradation. Moreover, Varanasi’s deep musical
heritage enhances these performances through
intricate devotional compositions and classical ragas,
enriching the aesthetic and spiritual experience for the
audience R. & Massey, (1996).
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These case studies collectively illustrate how the
figure of Ram, while rooted in a pan-Indian epic
tradition, is reimagined and localized through diverse
folk media across different cultural geographies of
Uttar Pradesh. Each district offers a unique
interpretation shaped by its history, geography, social
dynamics, and community involvement,
demonstrating the living, evolving nature of Ram’s
cultural legacy in folk performances Fiol, (2024).

IV. DISCUSSION AND ANALYSIS

Across Uttar Pradesh, folk performances centered on
Lord Ram reveal a complex interplay of cultural
continuity and change, embodying what scholars’ term
“living tradition.” On one hand, the core narrative arc
of the Ramayana the exile, the abduction of Sita, the
war in Lanka, the triumphant return has remained
remarkably stable for centuries, offering communities
a shared moral vocabulary of dharma, loyalty, sacrifice
and righteous rulership. On the other, every generation
subtly reshapes that narrative to mirror its own social
realities.

Today’s Ramlilas may feature LED backdrops and
amplified sound, yet village elders still recognize the
chants and episodes they learned as children; Nautanki
troupes weave references to migration, unemployment
or women’s education into dialogues once restricted to
epic verse; and Bhajan Mandalis upload devotional
playlists to WhatsApp groups while retaining the ragas
and call-and-response structures taught by their gurus.
Such hybridity testifies to an adaptive resilience:
continuity lies not in freezing the form but in
preserving the ethical spine of the story while allowing
surfaces—stagecraft, diction, timing to flex with
circumstance. That elasticity is further visible in
negotiations over caste and gender. Where upper-caste
men historically monopolized the roles of Ram and
Sita, many towns now cast women or Dalit actors, and
troupes experiment with multilingual scripts that move
fluidly between Awadhi couplets, Bhojpuri jokes and
Hindi prose. These shifts neither sever the tradition nor
dilute its authority; rather, they attest to a living canon
that survives precisely because it can accommodate
new voices.

Seen through the lens of lived religion, such
performances function less as theatre than as collective
ritual, dissolving the boundary between stage and
sanctuary. A Ramlila ground is simultaneously a
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village square, a pilgrimage site and a pedagogical
arena: the first lamp lit before the proscenium is
treated like an aarti flame, and a performer playing
Hanuman may distribute prasad during intermission.
Audiences do not merely watch; they chant, fast,
donate costumes, rehearse verses and in some cases
sleep on the grounds to keep a symbolic vigil with
exiled Ram. This participatory fabric renders belief
tactile recitation becomes prayer, choreography
becomes seva, applause becomes communal
affirmation of cosmic order.

Even ostensibly secular forms like Nautanki retain
sacramental overtones when the opening vandana
invokes Ram’s name or when the climax calls for
showering flower petals on the actor-king. Folk media
therefore sustain what anthropologists call an
“embodied hermeneutics”:  spectators interpret
scripture with their bodies singing, clapping, weeping
so that doctrine is not memorized but enacted.

That embodiment extends to moral instruction.
Children absorb ethical cues by playing
monkey-soldiers in the chorus; adolescents internalize
ideals of consent and courage while voicing Sita or
Lakshman; elders find social dignity in narrating
genealogies or managing the temple treasuries that
fund productions. In effect, the stage becomes a
laboratory where scriptural ideals are rehearsed for
quotidian life.

The contemporary relevance of these Ram-centric
performances emerges precisely from this capacity to
translate epic virtues into present-day idioms. At a
moment when digital media fragment attention and
political rhetoric polarizes communities, folk theatre
offers a face-to-face public sphere rooted in dialogue
rather than monologue. The village Ramlila committee
is an ad-hoc parliament where farmers, shopkeepers,
migrants and students negotiate stage budgets, role
allocations and rehearsal schedules practicing, in
miniature, the collaborative governance that Ram’s
reign is said to exemplify.

Moreover, the narrative’s archetypal conflicts exile
versus belonging, justice versus power, ecological
stewardship versus militarized conquest map neatly
onto contemporary debates about displacement,
corruption and environmental degradation along the
Ganges. Performers exploit this resonance: a
Chitrakoot Bhajan Mandali might liken Sita’s
captivity to modern trafficking; a Varanasi Nautanki
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might portray Ram as an advocate of clean rivers,
echoing current “Namami Gange” campaigns.

Such contextualization’s prevent the epic from
ossifying into distant myth. At the same time, digital
dissemination livestreamed plays, viral devotional
reels, crowdfunding for costumes extends the
geographic footprint of local troupes, connecting
diaspora viewers in Dubai or Detroit to their natal
villages’ cultural calendar. Yet the digital turn also
raises critical challenges: algorithmic pressures may
encourage sensational plot tweaks, and monetization
can tilt performances toward spectacle at the expense
of contemplative depth. Navigating that tension
requires conscious curatorship by artists, patrons and
scholars alike, lest the ethical essence of Ram be
drowned in a sea of clicks.

In sum, the folk performances of Uttar Pradesh
illuminate how cultural continuity thrives through
adaptive change; how religion, when lived rather than
merely professed, embeds itself in communal bodies
and spaces; and how Ram’s story, far from being an
antique relic, offers a versatile ethical compass for
negotiating twenty-first-century dilemmas. Their
endurance suggests that as long as people gather to
sing, dramatize and debate the deeds of the ideal king,
the cultural heart of Ram will keep beating—on
village stages, city screens and virtual feeds alike
guiding communities toward a shared imagination of
justice, devotion and social harmony.

V. CONCLUSION

The exploration of the cultural representation of Lord
Ram through folk performances in Uttar Pradesh
reveals a rich and enduring tradition that is as much
about community identity and moral education as it is
about religious devotion. Rooted in the lived
experiences of people across regions such as Ayodhya,
Chitrakoot, and Varanasi, these traditions reflect a
dynamic interaction between mythology, ritual,
performance, and local culture. The figure of Ram is
not only revered as an incarnation of divine
righteousness but also celebrated as a human ideal
compassionate, dutiful, just, and principled whose
story continues to guide ethical behavior and
community values.

Folk performances like Ramlila, Nautanki, Bhajan
Mandalis, Biraha, and Kaharwa do not simply retell
the epic of the Ramayana; they reimagine and relive it
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through oral expression, music, movement, and
collective participation. They function as powerful
cultural tools that transcend the boundaries of caste,
class, literacy, and urban-rural divides, embedding
Ram’s story in the everyday consciousness of the
people. Through these performances, Lord Ram
becomes not just a religious icon, but a symbol of
cultural resilience, moral clarity, and communal
cohesion.

As this research has shown, the continuity of these
traditions depends largely on their capacity to adapt
and transform while retaining their core values. From
the ritualistic and sacred atmospheres of Ramlila in
Ayodhya to the emotional ballads of Biraha in
Chitrakoot and the satirical yet instructive style of
Nautanki in Varanasi, each performance space reflects
a localized version of Ram’s life and teachings. These
narratives are shaped by regional dialects, social
realities, and contemporary concerns, allowing each
generation to find new relevance and meaning in
ancient tales.

Moreover, the participatory nature of these
performances strengthens their role in
intergenerational knowledge transmission. Children
and youth learn cultural values and historical memory
not through formal instruction but by witnessing and
engaging in performances where Ram is embodied,
sung about, and dramatized. This immersion ensures
that moral values such as truthfulness, humility,
justice, and loyalty—are not merely abstract ideals but
tangible lessons experienced within the cultural
rhythms of life.

However, the arrival of digital technology and the
growing influence of mass media have introduced both
challenges and opportunities for these traditions. On
one hand, traditional folk forms are losing ground in
some areas due to a shift in entertainment preferences
and urban migration. Younger generations,
increasingly exposed to screen-based content, are less
involved in organizing or participating in village-
based performances. This decline threatens the oral
and performative transmission of cultural memory that
has sustained these traditions for centuries. On the
other hand, the digital age has opened new avenues for
preservation, documentation, and innovation.
Performers are now using social media platforms,
online videos, and digital archives to reach wider
audiences, including the Indian diaspora, thereby
reviving interest and support for folk arts. Hybrid
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forms that blend traditional performance techniques
with modern storytelling formats are emerging,
offering creative solutions to the tension between
authenticity and relevance. If guided carefully, these
digital adaptations can serve to enrich rather than
erode the cultural and spiritual depth of Ram-centric
performances.

The sociopolitical significance of these performances
also deserves attention. As highlighted in this study,
Ram’s image in folk media has been both inclusive and
contested. While traditionally celebrated as a moral
exemplar whose virtues transcend social divisions,
Ram’s symbolism has also been appropriated in
political discourses, often in ways that simplify or
politicize his legacy.

Yet, within the folk traditions, a more nuanced and
community-oriented representation continues to thrive
one that emphasizes harmony, compassion, and shared
cultural heritage. Folk performances remain spaces
where people from diverse backgrounds can come
together not only to worship, but to reflect, debate, and
celebrate a collective moral vision. This democratic
and dialogic character is what makes these traditions
so vital in today’s rapidly changing world. They serve
as a counterbalance to divisive narratives, reminding
society of a deeper, more inclusive understanding of
faith, identity, and duty.

In conclusion, the cultural of Ram through folk
performances in Uttar Pradesh stands as a living
testament to India’s ability to preserve tradition while
embracing change. These performances are not relics
of the past, but evolving cultural expressions that
continue to shape ethical thought, religious practice,
and social imagination in the present. They represent a
unique fusion of devotion, art, and social engagement
that sustains a moral framework rooted in shared
history and cultural memory.

As long as communities gather to sing, enact, and
embody the story of Ram, his values will continue to
resonate not only as part of religious belief but as part
of a vibrant, adaptable, and deeply human cultural
tradition. The challenge ahead lies in nurturing these
traditions in ways that honor their authenticity while
enabling them to thrive amidst the complexities of the
modern world. Through collective effort, policy
support, and creative innovation, the folk
performances of Ram in Uttar Pradesh can remain a
vital source of cultural identity, ethical reflection, and
social unity for generations to come.

IJIRT 183081

REFERENCES

[1] Nath, D., Sarmah, B., Saharia, R., Tirkey, J., &
Borah, T. (2025). Understanding India: Indian
Ethos and Knowledge Systems. Chyren
Publication.

[2] Gangatharan, A. (2011, January). HISTORY,
CULTURE AND IDENTITY: LOCATING THE
QUESTION OF CONVERSION THROUGH
THE STUDY OF INDIGENOUS CHURCH
MOVEMENTS IN CONTEMPORARY
EASTERN UTTAR PRADESH. In Proceedings
of the Indian History Congress (Vol. 72, pp. 1405-
1418). Indian History Congress.

[3] Sharma, D. (2020). Community, Artistry, and
Storytelling in the Cultural Confluence of
Nautanki and Ramlila. Asian Theatre Journal,
37(1), 107-132.

[4] Abrahams, R. (2011). Everyday life: A poetics of
vernacular practices. University of Pennsylvania
Press.

[5] Chatterjee, T. (2024). Exploring the Folk
Theatrical Space in North India: Performance
Dynamics and Cultural Significance.

[6] Martin-Barbero, J. (2002). Identities: Traditions
and new communities. Media, culture & society,
24(5), 621-641.

[7] Singh, R. P. (2012). Cultural Landscape and
Heritage of Ayodhya-Faizabad: A Geographical
Analysis (Doctoral dissertation, BANARAS
HINDU UNIVERSITY VARANASI).

[8] Jaiswal, S. (1993). Historical evolution of the
Ram legend. Social Scientist, 89-97.

[9] Regmi, D. (2024). AESTHETICS OF THARU
FOLK SONGS.

[10]Hawreliak, J. (2013). Heroism, gaming, and the
rhetoric of immortality (Doctoral dissertation,
University of Waterloo).

[11]Shandil, V. (2019). (Re) Viewing the Other:
Gender Subversions in IndoFijian Performances
(Doctoral dissertation, Open Access Te Herenga
Waka-Victoria University of Wellington).

[12]Mishra, R., & Newme, K. (2015). Social
communication and traditional folk media of the
Zeme Naga Society. Global Media Journal-Indian
Edition, Sponsored by the University of
Calcutta/www. caluniv. ac. in ISSN, 2249-5835.

[13]Mishra, R. ANALYTICAL OVERVIEW OF
ROLE OF CRISIS AND EMERGENCY RISK

INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF INNOVATIVE RESEARCH IN TECHNOLOGY 261



© August 2025 | IJIRT | Volume 12 Issue 3 | ISSN: 2349-6002

COMMUNICATION  (CERC)  DURING
PANDEMIC IN INDIA.

[14]Prakash, B. (2019). Cultural labour:
Conceptualizing the ‘folk performance’in India.
Oxford University Press.

[15]Ram-Prasad, C. (2013). Eastern philosophy.
Hachette UK.

[16]Hertel, B. R., & Humes, C. A. (Eds.). (1993).
Living Banaras: Hindu religion in cultural
context. SUNY Press.

[17]Sharma, M. (2007). Musical Heritage of India.
APH Publishing.

[18] Kumari, P., & Rahman, S. THE EVOLUTION OF
POPULAR CULTURE: FROM TRADITION TO
THE DIGITAL AGE. AE International Journal of
Multidisciplinary Research, 193.

[19]Kundalia, N. D. (2015). The Lost Generation:
Chronicling India’s Dying Professions. Random
House India.

[20] Tripathi, G. (2023). Folklore Studies in Uttar
Pradesh. Folklore Studies in India: Critical
Regional Responses, 61.

[21]Kumar, A. (2015). Provincialising Bollywood:
Bhojpuri cinema and the vernacularisation of
North Indian media (Doctoral dissertation,
University of Glasgow).

[22]Ram, B. (2024). Apocalyptic Poetics: Reading
Ecologically Across Media After 1945 (Doctoral
dissertation, Rice University).

[23]Rajagopal, A. (2001). Politics after television:
Hindu nationalism and the reshaping of the public
in India. Cambridge University Press.

[24]Kumar, S. (2022). Sacredscapes vis-a-vis
faithscapes: cultural landscapes of Ayodhya, a
Holy-Heritage City of India. In Practising
Cultural Geographies: Essays in Honour of Rana
PB Singh (pp. 111-139). Singapore: Springer
Nature Singapore.

[25]Levin, T. C. (1996). The hundred thousand fools
of God: musical travels in Central Asia (and
Queens, New York). Indiana University Press.

[26]Massey, R., & Massey, J. (1996). The music of
India. Abhinav publications.

[27]Fiol, S. (2024). " We Know What Our Folk
Culture Is. Music and Dance As Everyday South
Asia, 337.

IJIRT 183081 INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF INNOVATIVE RESEARCH IN TECHNOLOGY 262



