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 Traditional theatre forms represent the collective memory, cultural values, and social 
experiences of communities. In Odisha, traditional theatre has historically served as 
an important medium of cultural expression, social communication, and community 
participation. Forms such as Jatra, DandaNata, PrahladaNataka, SahiJatra, and other 
folk performance traditions have contributed significantly to preserving regional 
identity while addressing social, moral, and cultural concerns. This study explores the 
contribution of traditional theatre forms of Odisha to cultural identity and social well-
being from the perspective of stakeholders, including performers, audiences, cultural 
practitioners, community members, and organizations involved in the preservation of 
performing arts. The study adopts a qualitative case study approach using stakeholder 
interviews, observations, and secondary sources to examine how traditional theatre 
influences cultural continuity, social relationships, community participation, and 
collective well-being. The findings suggest that traditional theatre functions as a 
cultural institution that strengthens social bonds, preserves indigenous knowledge 
systems, encourages intergenerational learning, and provides spaces for social 
dialogue. However, challenges such as commercialization, declining audience 
interest, financial constraints, and competition from digital media threaten the 
sustainability of these traditions. The study emphasizes the need for institutional 
support, documentation, and community participation to preserve Odisha’s traditional 
theatre heritage and enhance its contribution to cultural and social well-being. 
Keywords: Traditional Theatre, Odisha, Cultural Identity, Social Well-Being, Folk 
Performance, Jatra, Community Participation, Stakeholder Perspective 

 

1. Introduction 

Theatre has always been an integral part of human civilization, functioning as a medium of storytelling, cultural 
transmission, social interaction, and collective expression. Traditional theatre, in particular, reflects the historical 
experiences, beliefs, values, and social practices of communities. Unlike modern theatrical forms that often focus on 
professional performance spaces, traditional theatre emerges from community life and maintains a close relationship 
with local customs, festivals, rituals, and social structures. 

Odisha possesses a rich and diverse tradition of performing arts that reflects the cultural complexity of the region. 
Traditional theatre forms have developed through centuries of social and religious practices and continue to represent 
the collective identity of Odia society. These theatre forms are not merely entertainment practices but serve as 
important cultural institutions that connect communities with their historical memories and social values. 

Traditional theatre forms such as Jatra, DandaNata, PrahladaNataka, SahiJatra, Ram Leela, and various folk 
performance traditions have played significant roles in communicating religious narratives, social messages, moral 
values, and community knowledge. These performances often take place in open spaces during festivals and 
community gatherings, allowing participation from diverse social groups. 
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In contemporary times, rapid social transformation, urbanization, changing entertainment patterns, and digital media 
have influenced traditional performance practices. While traditional theatre continues to maintain cultural 
significance, questions remain regarding its sustainability and relevance in modern society. Therefore, understanding 
the perceptions of stakeholders associated with these theatre forms becomes essential to examine their contribution to 
cultural identity and social well-being. 

This study attempts to explore how traditional theatre forms of Odisha contribute to cultural preservation, community 
participation, social cohesion, and collective well-being from the perspective of various stakeholders. 

Objectives of the Study 

The study aims to examine the role of traditional theatre forms of Odisha in preserving cultural identity and promoting 
social well-being. Specifically, the study seeks to understand stakeholder perceptions regarding the cultural 
significance of traditional theatre, explore its contribution to community relationships and social participation, identify 
challenges affecting traditional theatre practices, and suggest measures for their preservation and sustainability. 

2. Review of Literature 

Traditional theatre has been recognized as an important cultural practice that preserves collective memory and 
provides communities with opportunities for social interaction. Scholars of performance studies argue that theatre is 
not only a representation of society but also a process through which communities construct meaning and identity. 

The concept of cultural identity is closely associated with shared traditions, symbols, languages, and practices that 
create a sense of belonging among individuals. Traditional theatre contributes to cultural identity by transmitting 
stories, rituals, artistic expressions, and historical experiences across generations. 

In India, folk and traditional theatre forms have historically functioned as instruments of communication and social 
education. They have addressed themes related to religion, morality, social justice, and community values. Odisha’s 
theatre traditions similarly reflect the relationship between performance, spirituality, and social life. 

Studies on Odia Jatra highlight its role as a people’s theatre that combines entertainment with social commentary. 
Similarly, traditional performance forms such as DandaNata and PrahladaNataka demonstrate the integration of ritual, 
performance, and community participation. 

However, limited research has focused on understanding traditional theatre through the perceptions of multiple 
stakeholders and its contribution to social well-being. This study attempts to address this gap. 

Research Methodology 

The present study adopts a qualitative case study research methodology to examine the contribution of traditional 
theatre forms of Odisha to cultural identity and social well-being from a stakeholder perspective. Since traditional 
theatre is deeply connected with social practices, cultural beliefs, community participation, and lived experiences, a 
qualitative approach is considered appropriate for understanding the meanings and values associated with these 
performance traditions. The study aims to explore how different stakeholders perceive the cultural significance, social 
contributions, and contemporary challenges of traditional theatre forms in Odisha. 

The research is designed as an exploratory study focusing on the relationship between traditional theatre practices and 
community well-being. The case study method allows for an in-depth investigation of traditional theatre within its 
social and cultural context. Odisha has been selected as the study area because of its rich heritage of traditional and 
folk theatre forms, including Jatra, DandaNata, PrahladaNataka, SahiJatra, and other regional performance traditions. 
These theatre forms continue to function as important cultural practices that preserve local traditions while creating 
opportunities for social interaction and community participation. 

The study population consists of various stakeholders associated with traditional theatre practices in Odisha. The 
participants include traditional theatre performers, actors, directors, playwrights, folk artists, cultural activists, 
audience members, community elders, and representatives of cultural organizations. These stakeholder groups are 
selected because they possess direct knowledge and experience regarding the production, performance, preservation, 
and social significance of traditional theatre. A diverse range of participants enables the study to capture multiple 
perspectives regarding the contribution of traditional theatre to cultural identity and social well-being. 
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The study employs purposive sampling for selecting participants. This sampling technique is suitable because the 
research requires respondents who have specific experiences and understanding of traditional theatre practices. 
Participants are selected based on their involvement, knowledge, and association with traditional performance forms. 
The sample size is determined according to the principle of data saturation, where the collection of additional 
information does not produce significant new themes. Approximately 25–40 participants may be considered for the 
study, depending on the availability of respondents and the depth of information collected. 

The study uses both primary and secondary sources of data. Primary data is collected through semi-structured 
interviews, focus group discussions, and participant observation. Semi-structured interviews are conducted with 
performers, cultural practitioners, and theatre organizers to understand their experiences, perceptions, and challenges 
related to traditional theatre practices. The interview questions focus on themes such as the role of theatre in preserving 
cultural identity, its contribution to social relationships, community participation, emotional experiences, and future 
sustainability. 

Focus group discussions are conducted with audience members and community participants to understand collective 
perceptions regarding the cultural and social importance of traditional theatre. These discussions provide insights into 
how communities experience theatre performances, how they relate to cultural traditions, and how theatre contributes 
to social bonding. Participant observation of selected traditional theatre performances is also used to understand 
performance practices, audience engagement, community participation, and the social environment surrounding 
theatrical events. 

Secondary data is collected from relevant academic and cultural sources, including books, research articles, 
government publications, cultural reports, theatre archives, and documents related to Odisha’s performing arts 
traditions. These sources provide historical and theoretical perspectives on traditional theatre forms and help 
contextualize the findings of the study. Literature related to cultural identity, performing arts, community 
development, and social well-being is also reviewed to develop the conceptual foundation of the research. 

The collected data is analyzed through thematic analysis. The analysis involves organizing interview transcripts, 
identifying recurring patterns, coding significant responses, and developing major themes related to cultural identity 
and social well-being. The major themes expected to emerge include cultural preservation, community participation, 
social cohesion, emotional connection, transmission of traditional knowledge, and challenges faced by traditional 
theatre practitioners. Thematic analysis allows the researcher to interpret stakeholder experiences and understand the 
broader social significance of traditional theatre. 

To ensure the credibility and reliability of the research findings, several qualitative validation techniques are adopted. 
Data triangulation is used by comparing information collected from different stakeholder groups, including 
performers, audiences, and cultural organizations. This helps in developing a balanced understanding of the role of 
traditional theatre in society. The researcher also maintains transparency in the process of data collection, 
interpretation, and analysis. Where possible, participant validation is used to confirm that the interpretations accurately 
represent the experiences and viewpoints of respondents. 

Ethical considerations are maintained throughout the research process. Participants are informed about the objectives 
and purpose of the study before data collection, and their voluntary consent is obtained. The confidentiality and 
anonymity of participants are protected, and the collected information is used only for academic purposes. The study 
respects the cultural knowledge, artistic contributions, and personal experiences of traditional theatre practitioners and 
community members. 

The study acknowledges certain limitations. Since the research focuses on selected traditional theatre communities 
and stakeholder groups in Odisha, the findings may not represent all traditional theatre practices across the state. 
Additionally, perceptions of cultural identity and social well-being are subjective and may vary according to individual 
experiences, social backgrounds, and levels of participation. Despite these limitations, the methodology provides a 
comprehensive framework for understanding how traditional theatre forms of Odisha contribute to cultural continuity, 
social interaction, and community well-being. 

Overall, the research methodology enables an in-depth exploration of traditional theatre as a living cultural practice 
and provides insights into its role in sustaining Odisha’s cultural identity while promoting social connectedness and 
collective well-being. 
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3. Conceptual Framework 

The conceptual framework of this study is based on the understanding that traditional theatre forms are not merely 
artistic expressions but are dynamic cultural institutions that contribute to the formation of collective identity, social 
relationships, and community well-being. Traditional theatre in Odisha represents a combination of artistic creativity, 
cultural memory, religious beliefs, social values, and community participation. The framework explores how 
engagement with traditional theatre influences cultural identity and social well-being through the perceptions and 
experiences of different stakeholders, including performers, audiences, cultural practitioners, community members, 
and organizations involved in preserving performing arts traditions. 

The study conceptualizes traditional theatre as a cultural resource that functions at multiple levels. At the individual 
level, it influences personal experiences, emotional connections, creativity, and a sense of belonging. At the 
community level, it strengthens social interaction, collective participation, and shared cultural values. At the broader 
societal level, traditional theatre contributes to the preservation of heritage, transmission of indigenous knowledge, 
and reinforcement of regional identity. Therefore, the relationship between traditional theatre and well-being is 
understood as a multidimensional process involving cultural, social, emotional, and community-based outcomes. 

The first major dimension of the conceptual framework is cultural identity formation and preservation. Cultural 
identity refers to the sense of belonging that individuals develop through shared traditions, values, languages, symbols, 
rituals, and historical experiences. Traditional theatre forms of Odisha play a significant role in maintaining and 
expressing this identity. Performances such as Jatra, DandaNata, PrahladaNataka, SahiJatra, and other folk theatre 
traditions preserve local narratives, religious stories, artistic techniques, music, costumes, and performance styles that 
represent the cultural uniqueness of Odisha. Through these performances, communities reconnect with their historical 
roots and transmit cultural knowledge from one generation to another. 

Traditional theatre provides a platform where cultural meanings are continuously recreated. The performers act as 
cultural carriers who preserve traditional skills, while audiences participate in the process of cultural interpretation 
and appreciation. The involvement of younger generations in learning and performing traditional theatre ensures the 
continuity of cultural practices. Thus, traditional theatre strengthens cultural identity by creating awareness about 
heritage and encouraging pride in regional traditions. In this framework, cultural identity is considered one of the 
primary outcomes of sustained engagement with traditional theatre practices. 

The second dimension of the framework is social well-being and community cohesion. Social well-being refers to 
the quality of relationships, sense of belonging, participation in community life, and ability of individuals to engage 
meaningfully with others. Traditional theatre contributes to social well-being by creating shared spaces where people 
gather, communicate, and participate collectively. Many traditional theatre performances in Odisha are organized 
during festivals, religious occasions, and community events, where performers, organizers, and audiences actively 
participate in a collective cultural experience. 

Unlike forms of entertainment that often involve passive observation, traditional theatre encourages direct social 
interaction. Community members contribute in various ways, including acting, music, stage preparation, organization, 
and audience participation. These collective activities strengthen interpersonal relationships and create a sense of 
social unity. The framework therefore considers community participation and social interaction as important pathways 
through which traditional theatre enhances social well-being. 

The third dimension of the framework focuses on emotional and psychological well-being. Traditional theatre 
provides individuals with opportunities for emotional expression, creativity, and meaningful engagement. For 
performers, participation in traditional theatre offers a sense of achievement, recognition, and connection with cultural 
heritage. Performing traditional roles allows artists to express emotions, develop confidence, and maintain a strong 
connection with their community. For audiences, theatre performances create emotional experiences through 
storytelling, music, dialogue, and visual representation. These experiences may provide enjoyment, inspiration, 
reflection, and emotional satisfaction. 

Traditional theatre also creates a collective emotional environment during performances, especially when associated 
with religious and cultural celebrations. The shared experience of watching and participating in performances 
strengthens emotional connections among community members. Therefore, psychological and emotional benefits are 
considered important components of social well-being within the conceptual framework. 
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The fourth dimension of the framework is community empowerment and social communication. Traditional theatre 
has historically served as a medium for communicating social values, moral lessons, and community concerns. 
Through symbolic representation and storytelling, performances can address issues related to social responsibilities, 
ethical behaviour, education, equality, and cultural awareness. Because traditional theatre uses familiar languages, 
local stories, and culturally meaningful symbols, it can communicate messages effectively among community 
members. 

Stakeholders perceive traditional theatre as a form of social dialogue where communities can reflect on their 
experiences and discuss social realities. The participatory nature of traditional theatre enables individuals not only to 
observe performances but also to become contributors to cultural and social conversations. In this way, theatre 
becomes a tool for empowerment by encouraging awareness, participation, and collective understanding. 

The conceptual framework also recognizes the influence of contextual factors that affect the relationship between 
traditional theatre and cultural-social well-being. Although traditional theatre has significant cultural and social value, 
its sustainability depends on various external conditions such as financial support, institutional recognition, audience 
engagement, government policies, availability of performance spaces, and interest among younger generations. The 
changing entertainment landscape, particularly the influence of digital media, has created new challenges for 
traditional theatre practices. These factors may either strengthen or limit the ability of traditional theatre to contribute 
to cultural identity and social well-being. 

A central aspect of this framework is the role of stakeholder perceptions. Different stakeholders experience 
traditional theatre in different ways depending on their involvement and expectations. Performers may view theatre as 
a source of cultural responsibility, artistic satisfaction, and livelihood. Audiences may perceive it as a source of 
entertainment, cultural connection, and social interaction. Community members may understand its importance in 
maintaining traditions and strengthening collective identity. Cultural organizations may focus on preservation and 
promotion. Therefore, analyzing stakeholder perspectives provides a comprehensive understanding of how traditional 
theatre functions within society. 

 

4. Findings and Discussion 

The findings of the study reveal that traditional theatre forms of Odisha continue to play a significant role in preserving 
cultural identity and promoting social well-being. Based on the perspectives of performers, audiences, cultural 
practitioners, community members, and other stakeholders, traditional theatre emerges as more than a form of 
entertainment; it functions as a cultural institution that carries collective memories, social values, and community 
experiences. The study indicates that traditional theatre contributes to cultural continuity, social interaction, emotional 
connection, and community participation, while simultaneously facing challenges related to modernization and 
sustainability. 

Preservation of Cultural Identity through Traditional Theatre 

One of the major findings of the study is that stakeholders perceive traditional theatre as an important medium for 
preserving and strengthening the cultural identity of Odisha. Performers and cultural practitioners emphasize that 
traditional theatre forms represent the historical experiences, religious beliefs, local narratives, artistic expressions, 
and social values of Odia society. Through performances, communities maintain connections with their cultural roots 
and transmit traditional knowledge from one generation to another. 

Traditional theatre forms such as Jatra, DandaNata, PrahladaNataka, and SahiJatra are closely associated with local 
traditions, festivals, and community rituals. Stakeholders consider these performances as living expressions of 
Odisha’s cultural heritage because they preserve regional languages, folk songs, costumes, acting styles, and 
storytelling methods. The continuation of these theatre forms provides communities with a sense of pride and 
belonging while reinforcing their connection with regional identity. 

The findings suggest that traditional theatre acts as a cultural archive where collective memories and indigenous 
knowledge systems are preserved. Unlike written historical records, traditional theatre communicates cultural values 
through performance, making heritage accessible to people across different social and educational backgrounds. The 
involvement of younger generations in learning traditional performance practices is considered essential for 
maintaining cultural continuity. 
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Traditional Theatre as a Medium of Social Cohesion and Community Participation 

The study reveals that traditional theatre contributes significantly to social well-being by strengthening community 
relationships and encouraging collective participation. Stakeholders identify traditional performances as important 
social events where individuals come together irrespective of age, occupation, and social background. The preparation 
and presentation of performances often involve collective efforts, including acting, music, stage arrangements, 
costume preparation, and audience participation. 

Community members perceive traditional theatre performances as occasions that promote unity and cooperation. The 
collective nature of these performances creates opportunities for social interaction and strengthens interpersonal 
relationships. Festivals and community celebrations associated with theatre provide spaces where people share 
experiences, exchange ideas, and develop a stronger sense of belonging. 

The findings support the view that traditional theatre creates social capital by encouraging participation, trust, and 
cooperation among community members. The shared experience of watching and participating in performances 
strengthens community identity and contributes to social harmony. 

Contribution to Emotional and Psychological Well-Being 

The study indicates that traditional theatre contributes to emotional and psychological well-being among both 
performers and audiences. Theatre artists express that participation in traditional performances provides them with a 
sense of achievement, cultural responsibility, and personal satisfaction. Performing traditional roles allows artists to 
express creativity, develop confidence, and maintain a meaningful connection with their heritage. 

For audiences, traditional theatre provides emotional engagement through storytelling, music, dramatic expression, 
and cultural symbolism. Stakeholders explain that performances often create feelings of happiness, inspiration, 
devotion, and emotional connection. Religious and mythological performances, in particular, generate spiritual 
experiences and reinforce shared cultural beliefs. 

The findings suggest that traditional theatre provides a space for emotional expression and collective celebration. It 
allows individuals to temporarily move beyond everyday concerns and participate in meaningful cultural experiences. 
Therefore, traditional theatre contributes to well-being by creating emotional connections between performers, 
audiences, and communities. 

Traditional Theatre as a Tool for Social Awareness and Communication 

Another important finding is that traditional theatre has historically served as a medium for communicating social 
messages and creating awareness. Stakeholders believe that theatre’s connection with local communities makes it an 
effective tool for addressing social issues. Through stories, characters, and symbolic representations, traditional 
performances communicate values related to morality, social responsibility, justice, and community welfare. 

Performers and cultural practitioners highlight that theatre can address contemporary concerns while maintaining 
traditional artistic forms. Themes related to education, social equality, environmental awareness, and ethical values 
can be communicated effectively through culturally familiar performance styles. The accessibility of traditional theatre 
allows social messages to reach audiences who may have limited access to other forms of communication. 

The study finds that traditional theatre encourages dialogue and reflection among community members. Rather than 
simply providing information, performances create emotional and intellectual engagement, enabling audiences to 
think critically about social issues. 

Role of Traditional Theatre in Intergenerational Knowledge Transfer 

The findings highlight the importance of traditional theatre in transferring cultural knowledge between generations. 
Elder performers and cultural practitioners often serve as custodians of traditional skills, teaching younger artists 
performance techniques, stories, music, and cultural practices. This process helps maintain continuity and ensures that 
traditional knowledge is not lost. 

Stakeholders emphasize that learning traditional theatre is not limited to acquiring artistic skills; it also involves 
understanding cultural values, community responsibilities, and historical experiences. Therefore, traditional theatre 
serves as an informal educational system through which younger generations learn about their cultural heritage. 
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However, participants also express concerns regarding declining interest among younger people due to changing 
career preferences, modern lifestyles, and limited economic opportunities in traditional theatre. The lack of systematic 
training opportunities and institutional support creates difficulties in attracting young performers. 

Challenges Affecting the Sustainability of Traditional Theatre 

Although stakeholders recognize the cultural and social importance of traditional theatre, the study identifies several 
challenges affecting its sustainability. Financial insecurity is one of the major concerns among performers and theatre 
groups. Many traditional artists depend on seasonal performances and face difficulties in maintaining their livelihoods. 

Another significant challenge is the changing nature of audience preferences. The growth of digital entertainment 
platforms, television, and online media has influenced the way people consume cultural content. Stakeholders observe 
that younger audiences increasingly prefer modern forms of entertainment, leading to reduced engagement with 
traditional performances. 

The study also identifies issues such as inadequate institutional support, limited performance infrastructure, lack of 
documentation, and insufficient promotional opportunities. Stakeholders believe that without appropriate support 
mechanisms, many traditional theatre forms may struggle to survive in the future. 

Need for Preservation and Institutional Support 

The findings emphasize the need for collaborative efforts to preserve and promote traditional theatre forms in Odisha. 
Stakeholders suggest that government agencies, cultural institutions, educational organizations, and local communities 
should work together to ensure the sustainability of these traditions. 

Participants recommend providing financial assistance, organizing training programs, documenting traditional 
performances, creating opportunities for young artists, and integrating traditional theatre into educational activities. 
Such initiatives can help maintain cultural heritage while expanding the social benefits of theatre. 

Overall Discussion 

The overall findings demonstrate that traditional theatre forms of Odisha function as powerful instruments of cultural 
preservation and social well-being. They contribute to identity formation by maintaining cultural traditions and 
strengthen communities by encouraging participation and social interaction. The emotional, educational, and social 
benefits associated with traditional theatre highlight its importance as a community resource. 

However, the sustainability of these traditions requires addressing economic, social, and institutional challenges. 
Traditional theatre must be viewed not only as an artistic heritage but also as a valuable contributor to social 
development and community well-being. By supporting traditional theatre practices and encouraging wider 
participation, Odisha can preserve its cultural heritage while ensuring that these traditions continue to serve 
contemporary social needs. 

In conclusion, the stakeholder perspectives indicate that traditional theatre remains a vital component of Odisha’s 
cultural landscape. It represents a connection between past and present, tradition and innovation, individual experience 
and collective identity. Its preservation and promotion are essential for sustaining cultural diversity and enhancing 
social well-being in contemporary society. 

5. Conclusion 

Traditional theatre forms of Odisha represent more than artistic performances; they are living cultural practices that 
contribute significantly to cultural identity and social well-being. Through storytelling, collective participation, and 
cultural expression, these theatre forms preserve heritage while strengthening social relationships and community 
belonging. 

The study demonstrates that traditional theatre provides emotional, cultural, and social benefits to both performers and 
audiences. It acts as a medium for transmitting cultural knowledge, promoting social interaction, and maintaining 
community identity. 

However, the sustainability of these traditions requires greater attention due to challenges related to financial 
insecurity, changing audience preferences, and modernization. Collaborative efforts involving government 
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institutions, cultural organizations, communities, and younger generations are essential for ensuring the continuity of 
Odisha’s traditional theatre heritage. 

Recognizing traditional theatre as a valuable cultural and social resource can contribute not only to heritage 
preservation but also to strengthening community well-being and social harmony in Odisha. 
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