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“Bharatanatyam is something which holds us. It is my culture and I have to promote it.” 

- Akshaya, a dancer at Nritta Dhyana: The School of Indian Classical Dance. 

Introduction:  

The practice of traditional dancing associated with certain countries or regions is an 

artistic representation of a certain social identity. In addition to helping the dancer develop a 

better sense of belonging, such practices help in keeping the community together. Moreover, it is 

a way of maintaining and promoting the art for future generations. Exercising such traditional art 

forms in a foreign country strengthens these ties even more. Dance in the context of diaspora 

becomes a way of maintaining cultural ties back home. The people I met and interviewed all 

come together to the dance studio not only to learn dance, but also to connect with their 

Motherland, India. This sense of connectedness is the motivating force that is pushing all these 

dancers forward in promoting their arts. 

Bharatanatyam and its associated meanings help create ethnic and national bonds in the 

Kuwait Indian community; as Malini, one of my informants said, “It connects us as a large 

family”. How these bonds are created through Bharatanatyam and how the different cultural and 

historical meanings associated with it are exercised and communicated within the community 

remains a question for ethnographic investigation. As James Clifford (1997) shows in his 

seminal work, diasporas are represented through discourse and practice revolving around the 

experiences of loss and the constructing of home in a foreign land (244). Through fieldwork and 

an analysis of the data gathered, this research aims to explore local meanings and global contexts 

that lie beyond the classical form of Bharatanatyam to describe how the dance connects Indian 

immigrants in Kuwait to their homeland. My project sheds light on one of the artistic practices 

among the Indian community in Kuwait by looking at their individual and collective identities, 
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their narratives about the historical and religious aspect of the dance form, and the nature of 

gender involvement in such a practice. Even though Bharatanatyam might not be of a huge 

interest among Kuwaitis as it is among Indians, the number of schools that offer such classical 

forms of dance are increasing in Kuwait. 

This ethnography has nine parts. Part 1 explains the methodology through which the 

study has been done. The data of this study has been mainly gathered through qualitative forms 

of methodological approaches in addition to still photos taken on the field sites. Part 2 describes 

the physical space of both schools where the study has been mainly done. Part 3 is the literature 

review. It connects the focus of this study with other similar studies that have been done on 

dance in different parts of the world. Part 4 talks about the historical context of Bharatanatyam 

based on the narratives of my informants. This part is concluded by a description of a typical 

Bharatanatyam dance class and all the concepts and terminologies associated with the dance 

form. Part 5 looks at the process of identity-making among the Indian dancers. This is mainly 

examined through an observation of the dancers’ relation to one another and an analysis of their 

interview-based answers. Part 6 deals with their personal experiences as foreigners and talks 

about the ‘freedom’ of dance practice in Kuwait. Part 7 covers the religious aspect related to 

Bharatanatyam. It connects what people know about Bharatanatyam being a Hindu-based 

practice with some contradictory arguments that have been addressed by other Hindu and non-

Hindu dancers. Part 8 looks at the relation of males and females on the dancefloor and the extent 

to which both genders are involved in the practice. The final part concludes this ethnography by 

connecting together all the main aspects and domains covered to discuss the various strategies 

used among my informants in creating and recreating their identity.  
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Methodology: 

My interest in studying the culturally significant, classical Indian dance form called 

Bharatanatyam and the kinship-like ties it forms around the dancers arose from my passion about 

dance. Knowing that this dance form is aesthetically beautiful to watch and also has very deep 

cultural and historical meanings associated with it; I was keen on discovering these meanings 

and their importance among the dancers. Being an expatriate in Kuwait, I was always interested 

in seeing how other expats form bonds with one another, especially about things that make them 

feel nostalgic. I wanted to study something that was completely unfamiliar to me. I could have 

looked at the traditional folk dance called Dabke that is practiced mainly by Syrians, Lebanese, 

and Palestinians. However, I wanted to look at something completely unfamiliar where I would 

be considered an outsider. Constituting the largest expatriate community in Kuwait, Indians have 

been and are spreading and promoting their arts to the people of their country and to others who 

live in Kuwait. Being an outsider in their world, I wanted to delve into some Bharatanatyam 

dancers’ thoughts as much as possible and immerse myself in their culture. This study began in 

the year of 2018 in February for about three months of fieldwork and has been continued in the 

year of 2019 also in February for approximately two months but at different locations, namely, 

Srishti School of Classical Dance and Nritta Dhyana: The School of Indian Classical Dance. The 

former school offers only Bharatanatyam dance classes and the latter offers Bharatanatyam, 

contemporary, and other art-related classes. Both schools are located in Salmiya.1 The qualitative 

methods used in collecting my data include the method of observation, participant-observation, 

and recorded interviews. I did an observation of three dance classes in both schools, I took a 

class at Nritta Dhyana with the senior batch to experience how it feels to be on the dancefloor 

with other dancers, and I conducted 10 semi-structured recorded interviews with ten different 



Chebli 5 
 

female dancers from both schools (their ages vary from 16-52 years old). The interviewees I met 

are the artistic directors of both schools; Smt. Arundhati and Smt. Vinitha, and some of the 

students who dance in these schools; Akshaya, Malini, Kaavya, Leena, Purnima, Reshmi, Saran 

and her husband Kahan, and Shweta.2 I also took some photos of the students, teachers, and the 

location and space of both schools to give the reader a more vivid insight of the activity and its 

surroundings. 

Some of the challenges experienced during the study are language, time, and developing 

rapport. Although all the students and teachers I interviewed spoke in English, there were some 

Hindi terms mentioned that I had to look up to understand their meaning. For example, the dance 

terminologies are all in Hindi, so I had to search the meaning of these terms and make the 

connection.3 I believe that some meaning (that is not translatable) is lost when people speak a 

language other than their own. However, I tried my best to capture and put into words everything 

I was able to understand and everything my interviewees explained for me. Time was also a 

challenge considering the demands of being a college student. Sometimes, the dance classes 

conflicted with my own courses and university schedule, hence I had to be as flexible as possible 

to balance between the two. Finally, developing rapport was a challenge at the beginning of the 

study. The owners of both schools were very open, and I got to know them easily. However, 

getting in contact with other schools was really difficult.4 I got responses like “we are busy 

now”, “our students are having exams so they are not free”, and general rejection very often. 

However, I was lucky enough to be able to get in touch with two schools. All of my informants, 

with no exception, were extremely welcoming and very open to share with me a significant part 

of their culture. All of them were very happy that I was doing a research about Bharatanatyam. 

When they first heard about my research interest, I got responses like “wow”, “that’s very nice”, 
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and “we feel appreciated” after lifting their eyebrows and widening their eyes as signs of being 

amazed or impressed. I was somehow able to understand some of the challenges they are facing 

in Kuwait in terms of not being able to promote their art as much and not getting the appropriate 

support they should be getting for practicing such an amazing traditional and classical aspect of 

their culture. 

 

Schools, Site, and Space: 

 The first school I went to, Srishti School of Classical Dance is located in Salmiya. The 

studio itself is located in the basement of a building. In front of the building, there was a 

sufficient parking lot, so the parking was not a problem. While driving in that area until I reached 

the location, I noticed that there are many potholes and the streets of the whole area are not well-

maintained. However, there was more of a street life there than that of a Kuwaiti neighbor, which 

is reflective of a lower/middle class status. Kids playing football in a parking lot, women 

wandering the streets with their babies, busy restaurants, and honking everywhere. It is vibrant. 

By the time I arrived to the location of the school, the teacher came out to direct me to where the 

building is. We walked through a narrow lane between two buildings and went form the 

backdoor of the building that leads down to the basement (see figure 1). As we went down the 

stairs and walked few steps, I saw a flyer of a yoga studio, called Artistic Yoga and Pilates, on 

the wall (see figure 2). The word ‘license’ popped up in my heard right away. The reason of 

having a yoga studio flyer and not a dance studio flyer is not being able to get a license for the 

dance studio. Most of the dance school owners do not have a license for their schools (especially 

Indian dance schools). The owner of this school, Smt. Vinitha, has been learning Bharatanatyam 

from the age of 3 and a half. She decided to open this school after her husband got a job 
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exchange from Dubai to Kuwait in 2015 and after her friends encouraged her to do so. She 

explains not being able to get a license as something “not very easy here. It’s quite a tough thing. 

It’s a big hustle so most of us don’t go for that hustle.” The first door on our right is the main 

dance studio that fits approximately 15 students. The bright yellow walls give life to this small 

space and the big mirror wall makes it look even larger (see figure 3 &4). Smt. Vinitha has 

approximately 95 students (and the age range start from 6 until late 50s). When she opened the 

place, as she says, she got a very good response and many students came in and joined her 

school. Annually, she does what is called a “dance production”, where she combines elements of 

Bharatanatyam with drama to come up with a performance that beautifully represents the two 

(see figures 9-11). 

The other dance school, Nritta Dhyana, is also located in Salmiya. This school, however, 

is larger than the first one. The school is also located in the basement of a building. The majority 

of the community who live in that area are Indians. The building is located next to the Indian 

Community School. Again, the artistic director of the school, Smt. Arundhati, came out to direct 

me to where the school is. Arundhati and I went down the stairs to the main door of the school. 

She opened it and we both went inside after taking our shoes off 5 (see figure 12). The first thing 

I saw when I entered the school was the statue of lord Shiva (see figure 13). She started turning 

the lights on while talking about the space she has. First and foremost, she said that she wanted 

to give her students “that feel like in India” as of the energetic colors of the entire school, which 

are maroon and mustard yellow, “mustard for focus and maroon for divinity.” She has her own 

office there. In front of the office there is a waiting area for all the parents who drop their kids to 

dance classes (see figure 14). There are two dance rooms (see figure 15) in addition to one 

practice room, a changing room, a toilet, and a room that is mainly used for photoshoots (see 
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figures 16 & 17). There is also a small Indian boutique a lady has been running for a while. The 

school was established in 1987 by Smt. Sujatha Rajendran. After a span of 30 years, she decided 

to leave Kuwait and move back to her hometown, only after giving her school to a Kalakshetra 

student.6 This is how Smt. Arundhati and Smt. Sujatha met, and now, Smt. Arundhati is the one 

managing the school. Before taking over the school, she taught in a different school for a year. 

As she exclaimed, she didn’t want to be a teacher, she only wanted to perform as according to 

her ‘previous’ lifestyle being a dancer and working in drama and theatre. However, some of the 

parents asked her to open a school due to her “very good teaching.” As a consequence, the 

message went around from parents to their children and that is how students started joining the 

school. The name of Smt. Sujatha’s school is still the same, Nritta Dhyana (which means dance 

through meditation), which Smt. Arundhati didn’t want to change because “it is much older and 

people already knew about it”. Her school’s name was going to be Sampradaya, which literally 

means, tradition. When she took over the school, she started merging her style in and bringing 

more theory and abhinaaya (expression) to the classes (see figures 5-8), and for the past five 

years, she has been running and teaching at the school. 

 

Literature Review:  

Dance is a topic that many scholars have written about. The literature available about 

dance is very rich in different ideas and perspectives about different dance-related topics. Despite 

the limited literature about dance in the Arabian Peninsula, whether about the country’s own 

traditional dance or other imported dance styles from different parts of the world, I was able to 

draw from all the literature I found similar examples and concepts that could be interconnected 
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with my study. Bharatanatyam in Kuwait was something I had to explore at least with regards to 

a minority community in Kuwait.  

 Anthropologists have long been interested in dance as a form of expressive culture. One 

of the earliest ethnographic works about dance was done by the English anthropologist Evans-

Pritchard in 1928. His work analyzes an African dance called gbere buda that was practiced by 

the Azande people of who live in the Anglo-Egyptian Sudan (1928: 446). He looks at the basic 

components of the dance from music, songs, and members, to the significance and value of the 

dance among the Azande. A scholarly work by Katherine C. Zubko (2014) offers an extensive 

amount of information regarding Bharatanatyam dance form as a storytelling process through the 

depiction of different emotions. It also examines how Bharatanatyam crosses religious 

boundaries in terms of its universality. Exploring dance forms, not merely as bodily practices, 

but as cultural embodiments, is essential in understanding the history of these dance forms in 

relation to their contemporarily interpretation. For example, Theresa Jill Buckland’s (2006) 

edited volume collects some noteworthy case studies of different authors to show how dance 

plays an essential role across different time periods. Those studies focus on traditional dance 

forms of different cultures and their role in identity-making, one of these forms being the focus 

of my study, Bharatanatyam. A major part of my project touches upon the issue of identity-

making through a traditional, classical form of dance. However, this also connects to the issue of 

gender involvement in such practices that is somewhat always being criticized.  Linda E. 

Dankworth and Ann R. David (2014) offer a very good example in that matter. They offer a 

detailed collection of dance ethnographies that focus on concepts as identity, cultural dance, and 

gender. They also look at what lies beyond these abstract terms and connect it with larger social 

and cultural contexts. In each ethnography, the ethnographer/s talk about their reflexive practice 
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and the effect of their presence on their subjects of study and their surroundings. According to 

the deep, sacred nature of Hinduism, and referring to the fact that Bharatanatyam is mainly based 

on the Hindu mythology, understanding the different ways and approaches the dancers personify 

gods and act as devotees is essential. Sofia Diaz (1990) addresses these issues in one of her 

articles. She describes symbolic meanings found in Bharatanatyam and talks about the essence of 

experiencing and feeling God, "the great being" in a Bharatanatyam performance. 

Pallabi Chakravorty (2001), focuses on the ‘interculturalism’ of Bharatanatyam. By that 

he refers to the Indian classical dance forms as extensions and appropriations of Indian cultural 

forms in the west. He analyzes how notions from the “East" and "West" intertwine to form the 

ideology that Indian classical dance is purely Indian and at the same time it has been 

reconstructed through adoptions of Western values. Rachel Kraus (2010), looks at the 

experiences of Christian women who practice belly dancing and the techniques they use to 

integrate their identities. Kraus explains that one challenge among these women is the ability to 

make sense of their identity due to the fact that they are taking part in a “world other than theirs” 

(458). However, this is sometimes negotiated and challenged through the integration of multiple 

identities that are the product of experiencing and taking part in different activities, regardless of 

whether they fit together or not.  Mu Li (2017), in his description of the Lion dance7 among 

Chinese immigrants living in Canada, specifically in Newfoundland, explores the relation of 

their performative practices with historical and personal authenticity that is reflected through 

their diasporic identities (290). Li says, “In some communities, the lion dance has been widely 

used as an effective approach to educate younger, mostly local-born people of Chinese descent 

about Chinese traditions and provide them an opportunity to experience Chinese culture in a 

multicultural setting” (292). This could be related to what some of my informants said about 
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their goal of this “transmission process” from one generation to the other to let their kids/ 

students experience their “own” culture in a “multicultural setting”. Elina Seye looks at sabar 

dance among the Wolof people in Senegal and explores how their perspective of social status 

and identity and relationships is embodied through the participation in sabar dance events (2014: 

58). The views and perspectives of the sabar tradition are always negotiated through the dance 

form, and similarly, other traditional dance forms could be thought of as “an embodiment of the 

tradition” (ibid: 58). The work of James Clifford (1997) however, examines the complexities of 

the different human experiences in terms of travel, diaspora, crossing boundaries, and 

constructing a “home away from home” (244). One of the central themes of his book deals with 

diasporic communities and their share of “longing, memory, and (dis)identification” in a foreign 

land which is similar to the experiences of my informants (ibid: 247). 

  

A Step Back in Time:  

A complete understanding of the history of Bharatanatyam is essential for understanding 

its meaning and the stories it coveys. Bharatanatyam (Tamil: பரதநாட்டியம்) is a traditional 

Indian classical dance forms that originated in the southern part of India, specifically Tamil 

Nadu. It is considered the basis for almost all other classical dance forms if one wants to proceed 

with learning. Like Ballet. The word Bharatanatyam itself is “derived from the etymology of two 

words; Baharata and natyam. Baharata is divided into three words; bha, ra, and ta. Bha is 

bhavam which means emotions and expressions. Ra is ragam and that is the melody of the tune, 

and ta is talam which is the beats, and natyam means dance”, says Kaavya, a 16 years old dancer 

at Srishti School of Classical Dance. In the past, this dance was a temple-based ritual called 

“Sadir” dance. It was renamed as Bharatanatyam during the reform period. Bharatanatyam was 
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practiced by a group of women who were referred to as the “devadasis”8, “Deva means God and 

dasi means servant”, says Kahan. The devadasis dedicated their lives to the worshipping of the 

Hindu gods in temples. These women valuably contributed to art and were considered divine. 

When the Mughals and the British invaded India in the nineteenth century, the culture got very 

disturbed and everyone was divided. Accordingly, these devadasis were jobless, and dance 

started coming into the streets; “They not only lost their traditional patrons, but the dancers were 

also ostracized from society with no alternative means of livelihood; many were driven to 

prostitution” (Pallabi 2000/1:113). Thus, this art “died out completely and then came a group of 

people who actually renovated the whole thing or gave back life to this Sadir dance. So the 

Bharatanatyam you see today is very refined”, says Kahan. “While the devadasi and nautch 

dancers were condemned as "sinful," their artistic practices were revived as repositories of 

spirituality” (ibid: 113). During that period, the twentieth century revival of Bharatanatyam, 

reformers and dance revivalists like; Krishna Iyer, Rukmini Devi, and Ananda Coomaraswamy 

came and sought an art form that would represent a classical aspect of the culture. The first 

pioneer in the revival of Bharatanatyam is Rukmini Devi, a ballet dancer from the upper caste 

Brahmin, who renamed Bharatanatyam and merged it and ballet together to come up with a 

dance form that would change the way people used to look at Sadir. In that way, Bharatanatyam 

was brought back to the masses. The basic, traditional form was still there, only incorporating it 

with another dance form is what helped it gain another perspective.  

Bharatanatyam has three categories; nritta, nritya, and natya. “Nritta is a pure dance form 

where we learn only adavus9 (footsteps) basically. Nritya has an abhinya (expression) part with 

the adavus. Natya is like a dance drama. We take our historical books and we recreate everything 

in front of the audience”, says Akshaya. A typical Bharatanatyam dance class starts with a prayer 
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that shows gratitude for all those who have helped/are helping the dancer in performing/ 

practicing the dance form. The prayer is called Namaskaram or Namaskar. As Smt. Arundhati 

told me, the prayer is a series of hand and leg movements performed before and after dancing 

Bharatanatyam as a gesture of respect to the God, the Guru (teacher), and the audience. During 

the prayer, the dancer gives respect to the Hindu goddess representing Mother Earth, 

Bhoomidevi. The students give her life and through that, they ask her for permission because 

they are going to stamp on her. They also ask for her help in learning this beautiful art form. The 

prayer ends by paying respect to 1) the dance lord Nataraja10, the dancing form of Lord Shiva, 

by keeping he palms together and pointing the arms upward facing the ceiling, 2) the Guru, by 

lowering the arms to the forehead level, and 3) to the audience, by lowering the arms even more 

towards the chest.  

Before starting the adavus, the dancers do some warm-up exercises consisted of lots of 

jumps and bending of the muscles for the whole body to get warm. They also learn what 

Bharatanatyam is about, the reason they are doing certain movements in certain ways, and the 

theory behind it during the class. There are thirteen different sequences of adavus in 

Bharatanatyam (the number is arguable). These adavus are formed of arm, leg, and head 

movements as well as hand gestures which are called mudra. The first sequence of the adavus is 

called Thattu adavu which consists of 8 steps that are only footwork; the arms are put on the 

waist and the dancer is looking straight forward. The second sequence, which also consists of 8 

steps, is called Nattu adavu; Nattu means stepping and adavu means stretching. This series 

involves arm and head movement. The third sequence is called Pancha adavu, which consists of 

4 steps; and this goes on. Other basic terminologies of this dance form regarding body posture 

are “Aramandi, which means half sit, and Muzhumandi, which means full sit with knees pointed 



Chebli 14 
 

to opposite sides, Samam also means standing straight”, says Shweta, the owner of PU Dance 

Studio. At this point, being a ballet student, I noticed many similarities between ballet and 

Bharatanatyam. The half-sit position of Bharatanatyam dancers is similar to that called Plie in 

ballet. Also, the ‘unusual’ position of the feet is similar to that of ballet called first position, 

which requires the dancer to be able to turnout.11 Shweta exclaimed that the hand gestures, which 

are called mudra, are divided into two parts, “Samyuktha Hastas (meaning double handed 

gestures) and Asamyuktha Hastas (single handed gestures)”, says Shweta. These steps and hand 

gestures form the basis of Bharatanatyam which takes lots of years of practice for anyone to 

move to the next level or to proceed with any other dance form. The dancers also have to work 

their eyes and eyebrows. Some steps require the students to lift their eyebrows or to look in 

specific directions. The expression part is mainly based upon 9 emotions/ sentiments that the 

dancers usually express through their performance. These emotions are; anger, disgust, fear, 

laughter, romantic love, peace, surprise, compassion, and bravery. Through dance, these 

expressions are developed inside each dancer as Akshaya told me. She also said that Sringara 

(romantic love) is the main part of all rasas12 (flavors), through it, they get all other emotions. 

“Everything starts from love”.  

 

Identity Making through Bodily Movements: 

From the narratives of my informants, I noticed that their lives pretty much revolved 

around dancing. Dance movements and steps are part of their daily routine while at home, 

school, and even work. Most of them have done Bharatanatyam at a very young age and then 

stopped due to family issues and other responsibilities, but then felt something is missing in their 

lives that was fulfilled through practicing Bharatanatyam. Kaavya, whose mother is a 
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Bharatanatyam dancer, has been dancing for 8 years. She has done many performances in school 

shows and annual days. In the meantime, she is doing Bharatanatyam mainly for herself, but at 

the same time, she considers taking it as a part-time career. “When I dance my happiness 

doubles”, she says with a smile. Both Smt. Arundhati and Smt. Vinitha felt the need to open a 

dance school, by the time they came to Kuwait that would somehow connect them to their roots. 

Smt. Arundhati exclaimed that when she came to Kuwait, “I didn’t see anything” regarding 

dance and other art forms. She joined a school and started teaching to see the students and that is 

how she decided to open her own school. Both Smt. Arundhati and Vinitha have a good 

connection between one another but a minimal one with other dance schools. It is only when 

they invite them for their shows and vice versa that they get to see each other. Both of them 

spend extensive effort over the whole year to prepare for their annual shows and events (see 

figures 18 & 19). It is something extremely important to them. Smt. Arundhati told me with 

ecstasy, “I feel wonderful when I dance. Certain things I can’t express through my words I 

express through my feet and body. It is one way of touching a soul and coming back at the same 

time. It’s mesmerizing.” All of my informants have pointed to how rich in culture Indian art is 

and by either dancing or teaching it, they are forwarding it to the next generation, or “it will die” 

otherwise. This is the main goal of both the teachers and the dancers I have met. Smt. Arundhati 

says, “What I want to do is to teach them the right way of Bharatanatyam because I come from a 

school where I know the right way to do it.” She also said, “It is also a knowledge for a place 

like Kuwait and they will see Bharatanatyam in a different way. I don’t want them to see it only 

in a traditional way, I want them to see that Bharatanatyam can be used as a language.”  

There was a pattern among my interviewees of always associating their identities and 

who they are with dance. There was always a direct connection between the self and 
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Bharatanatyam. It is as if the dancers took the significant, performative aspect of Bharatanatyam 

and non-discursively transformed the dance movements into narratives that define themselves. 

For instance, Kaavya’s first words were; “my mom is a Bharatanatyam dancer. I have been 

learning dance for 8 years”. Akshaya, referring to where she is from, Chennai, says with 

enthusiasm, “Chennai is the hub for Bharatanatyam basically. I learned when I was so small 

during school days then due to some family issues, I stopped it but the passion was there in me”. 

Moreover, the first thing Leena, a 52-year-old dancer at Nritta Dhyana, said to me was, “I’m 

Leena. I had this passion of learning from a very young age but I couldn’t continue. There were 

other responsibilities. I got married and now my daughter is married so I thought okay I’m free 

so I took a try.” Purnima, who is a 37 years old dancer at Srishti School, has also said to me, 

“I’m Purnima from Kerala. When I was young my mom put me into dance classes” and then 

continued her narrative. From their accounts it was very apparent that Bharatanatyam itself 

constitutes a huge part of these dancers’ lives that they are associating it with their selves.  

Even when it comes to age, I noticed that the older women who started dancing after 

having their children are very dedicated to this art form. Akshaya told me, “I want this art to 

grow more. I want to teach the younger generation. This is my main aim to learn. I also dance for 

myself to be happy”. She also said regarding Bharatanatyam, “It’s our tradition. It’s our culture, 

so the parents want to keep up the culture for their kids though we are away from our country we 

can’t leave our culture. We have to promote this to our kids (see figure 4). We all are a single 

family. Dance is the one thing that unites us”. Reshmi, a 40 years old mother and dancer at Nritta 

Dhyana, fulfilled her wish of learning Bharatanatyam by enrolling her daughter in dance classes 

at Nritta Dhyana. However, her dream was not entirely fulfilled, after opening a lady’s batch, she 

took this opportunity and she is now a dancer at the school. She told me, “It is difficult at this age 
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but then you fight to come back one, two hours you forget everything”. She also said happily, 

“This is one place where I forget everything. I become like a 14 years old teenager”. Leena takes 

Bharatanatyam from a different perspective; “My age also matters. I don’t mind doing five days 

a week, but I do two days, and I practice at least half an hour at home. I was learning yoga for 

almost 15 years. I felt wherever I go it is the same thing so that motivation was not there 

anymore”, she said with a calm voice. She takes Bharatanatyam as a meditation process as she 

says;  

It is like meditation for me. I was doing yoga so after some time it becomes 

monotonous. Every day you are doing the same thing. Here, you have to 

concentrate; leg movement, hand movement, eye and neck movement. So you have 

to really concentrate; you can’t just divert. It’s like meditation when I cannot think 

of something else. And I really enjoy it. 

 

Malini, who is 41, told me; “at 38 my husband kicked me out of the house and said go and learn 

dance. And at that age, I don’t want to be a clown on the stage because I don’t want people to 

look at me and say what is she dancing it’s very funny. I wanted to learn the correct form of 

dance”. She also said while talking about some of the things she tried before her Bharatanatyam 

journey begins; “After marriage and the kids, I started going for Zumba and Pilates and aerobics, 

and I realized I was not happy. There was something that was missing”. This was fulfilled by the 

time she joined Nritta Dhyana and started dancing. She shared with me a personal experience of 

hers when she lost her sister and how the school and her fellow dance mates helped her to go 

through that loss. She told me that Akshaya and another friend went to her house and told her to 

leave the house and go dance with them. “I had the lost in October and ma’am (referring to Smt. 

Arundhati) made me dance in January. There was a big show”. Purnima said about 

Bharatanatyam: 

When I see it, when I delve into the music, I get transcended into another world. 

Even when I speak you can see I’m getting goosebumps. It makes a difference in 
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people. Because of dance I was able to understand things from a different 

perspective. I started researching few things and reading about few things and 

interpreting it in the way I want to. When you see a dance, it relaxes you a lot. To 

me the goal is to go on with it, to be able to continue doing it. 

 

All the mothers who enrolled their daughters in Bharatanatyam dance classes are using dance, 

specifically Bharatanatyam, as a way of socializing their children into their Indian identities.  

 

Visions of a Motherland:  

The dancers I met have also mentioned how Bharatanatyam connects them to their 

motherland; India. Akshaya told me with pride, “Form the history of my country I started 

learning about Bharatanatyam dance so the starting point was from there. Everything is 

connected. By the time the child is born there is rituals, so each and everything we connect to our 

tradition and culture. So that’s how I connect to India when I dance”. Smt. Vinitha beautifully 

talked about the music used in a Bharatanatyam class/performance, “The compositions of the 

music are based on our motherland and the credit has to be given to the poem written so 

beautifully about India13, and when you dance on that you realize how beautiful! You feel proud 

about it. So it is through the music we feel our motherland and we show what India has; the 

mountains and the rivers. It’s mostly about its nature”. Purnima told me regarding this matter: 

Since we are away from our motherland, people are constantly in need and trying 

to get back into our motherland. We are desperately wanting a day to where we can 

put our sari on. We are constantly looking for where the shows are to go to or some 

Indian movies. So this is what happens, Bharatanatyam is a motherland itself. You 

hear the music which is from our motherland, the dance is from our motherland, we 

dance to our lord, so that itself is a piece of our motherland. 

 

Similarly, Mu Li says about the Lion dance that there is a handful of Chinese youth who were 

born in Canada, when practicing or performing the lion dance, are given, as one of Li’s 

informants said, “a sense of cultural identity, that this is something unique to the Chinese culture 
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and this is part of who they are” (2017: 303). Despite the perception of tradition loss among 

diasporic people, lion dancing in Newfoundland strongly represents a sense of Chineseness. It 

represents a historical continuity derived from their earlier culture (ibid: 313). In this regard, 

similarly as Bharatanatyam, the lion dance provides the possibility for Chinese individuals to 

unite and connect as “‘one’ diasporic community with its ‘unique’ identity and culture” (ibid: 

314).  

The dancers I spoke with came to Kuwait from different parts of India in search of a 

better living. Their children however were often born in Kuwait. For them, practicing 

Bharatanatyam is a way of reliving their cultural and traditional background and holding on to it. 

There are also the parents who try their best to implement and enrich their children with their 

traditional roots through enrolling them in Bharatanatyam classes. As Shweta told me, “kids who 

are born and raised here are missing a lot from their culture, so we have to promote it for them.”  

These confessions made by parents who live in a foreign country are expected. Ann R. David 

offers a great example of how expatriates try to maintain their cultural and religious identities via 

the medium of dance. She looks at a Hindu religious festival called Navratri14 among the 

Gujarati UK community and the expression of the migrant identity in terms of religious and 

cultural beliefs (2014:13-14). She says; “Notions of culture are revealed that sustain a sense of 

shared customs, values, and beliefs handed down from generation to generation” (ibid: 31). This 

sense of connectedness and the will to forward the art to the next generation was clearly seen 

among my informants. One of the girls David interviewed said about the Navratri; “It is part of 

my culture” and the adults also stressed on the importance of exposing their children to the 

Hindu culture, especially that they are living far away (ibid: 31). The owners of the schools, Smt. 

Arundhati and Vinitha, told me about the bad-quality conditions of their schools due to their 
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location. These basements are usually not very clean. Arundhati told me that she has been facing 

a problem with the fungus in the changing room that always come out after a rainy day. Smt. 

Vinitha also said that basements are usually “filled with pillars and it is not maintained nicely. 

The physical location is a big challenge.” Despite all these circumstances, students go there and 

dance! These studios get them together, all speak the same language (mostly), all dress somehow 

the same (at least in the classroom), and all follow the same artistic tradition. Apart from 

connecting them together, the studio makes them feel like home at least for a temporary time. 

These dancers form a community of immigrants who practice one part of their traditional, artistic 

forms of expression in a country that pays little to no attention to them. This is what brings them 

together. The dance studio is not merely a dance studio, it is an energetic spot for art expression 

and social interactions between people who came all the way from India and found themselves 

connected on the dancefloor. Seye says about the space where the sabar event takes place is a 

place where forming identities and relationships is “embodied” and “negotiated’ (59). This 

performative aspect and the actual meaning of both Sabar and Bharatanatyam could not be 

understood without considering the traditional background and values of both cultures at large. 

Extending Benedict Anderson’s concept of “imagined communities”, these dancers are part of a 

socially constructed community that is imagined and felt, and that connects them to other people 

whom they have never met, whether Indians, dancers, or both (1983: 49).  

 

Adjusting to the Non-adjustable:  

Being deeply connected to a pure classical and traditional art form and leaving it behind 

is a bit difficult to cope with. The case is similar for those who are born and raised in a country 

that considers it completely alien. Some countries might not accept certain beliefs and/or 
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practices that contradict with their rules and regulations. In the case of Kuwait, being an Islamic 

country, Bharatanatyam, which is originally a Hindu practice, might contradict to a certain 

degree with its Islamic beliefs. Among many of my informants, there was a consistency in 

talking about Kuwait as a country that is very “conservative” and “limited”. When my 

informants were talking about themselves and their background, I asked them about their 

experiences of living in their hometown in India as opposed to Kuwait. They mentioned many 

life aspects, whether similarities or differences, about both countries, but at the very end, talked 

about how happily they are living here and how it is very safe to live in Kuwait. Kaavya told me 

regarding Bharatanatyam in India and Kuwait; “Bharatanatyam is very strict in India. Here it is 

very cool down. We are learning it in a very comfortable and a luxurious place.” In this respect, 

although she knows she is not being trained to her country’s standards, she told me with a smile 

how the school she trains at is very good. Her teacher is “more like a friend than a teacher” and 

she has improved a lot training with her. She also said, “Kuwait has given us all our needs.” Smt. 

Arundhati, on the other hand, have found the courage of opening a school after coming to 

Kuwait; “The place was a shock because a lot of things are not allowed especially dance where 

you got ideal worship and all that.” However, she addressed how part of the culture here is very 

similar to that of India’s; “One part of India is very conservative”. She used this term of 

conservation in relation to how much she is able to express her art in Kuwait. Some people in her 

country do not accept this dance form and think it is not a woman’s (or either a man’s) job. In 

Kuwait, according to what she said, the case is similar. She told me; “People are very deep into 

their Muslim culture, and they use their understanding of religion to bring down such practices as 

dance.”   
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Akshaya was speaking about how she feels while in Kuwait or India; “Living in my 

hometown I’m free. I can do whatever I want. Here we have certain restrictions which I have to 

follow because I’m residing here. I have to respect the rules and regulations here.” With regards 

to Bharatanatyam, she told me how she is able to promote this art form in her country much 

more than here. In Kuwait, she is doing it “inside a small place” which limits her ability to 

forward it to the next generation. However, she concluded her answer with a statement; “But I 

love this place, it’s like my hometown here, and I feel more secure and safe here. Everything is 

limited this is the only thing.” Leena, the eldest of my informants, had a different approach to 

answering my question. She told me that coming to Kuwait gave her more time to focus on her 

spiritual life. She has more “free time” to spend focusing on what she loves to do and on her 

family. She describes living in Kuwait as “very peaceful.” Purnima told me that when she and 

her husband knew that they are coming to Kuwait from Dubai… 

We didn’t know anything about Kuwait and I would still love to go back to Dubai. 

Back in India although we are conservative, we are not that conservative. Kuwait 

is not what I expected. It is very mundane kind of a place but (stressing on the word 

but), the benefit is that you get to spend time with your family. As a human being, 

it is the same (as India). We are looking for our family and that is what matters I 

feel. 

 

 

Crossing Religious Boundaries:  

Historically, Bharatanatyam is a classical dance form that is mainly based on Hindu 

mythology. It has been widely practiced and performed to the dancing lords, whether in narrating 

their stories or in terms of worshiping them. The origin of Bharatanatyam could be traced back to 

Hinduism. It has originated in the Hindu temples of Tamil Nadu and been transcended to the 

neighboring areas. The theoretical foundation of Bharatanatyam is based on the Sanskrit text and 

the textual authority of the second century Nāṭyaśāstra, written by Bharata Muni.15 There are 



Chebli 23 
 

three Gods in Hindu mythology, Vishnu, Shiva, and Brahma. “Brahma is the lord of creation. 

Vishnu is the lord of maintenance. Shiva is lord of transformation or reabsorption”, says Kahan. 

The Hindu philosophy text is called Vedas, as Kahan told me.16 There are mainly four Vedas 

which are called: “Yig, Yagur, Sama, and Atharva”, says Kahan. Lord Brahma collected and 

gathered aspects from all these four Vedas and “created something called Natyaveda. Natya 

means dance.” Then came the Rishis (saints) who are “people who get wisdom from the heavens 

or the Gods.” These Rishis took the Natyaveda form Lord Brahma and wrote the manuscript for 

classical dance. However, Lord Shiva is called the Lord of dance because Brahma took his 

blessings when he created Natyaveda. Kahan also said to me. “Shiva is the one who said dance is 

the creation to existence. So you could really dance and be lost in that divinity if you are 

spiritual. So when a Hindu girl dances, essentially she is connected to Lord Shiva.”  

Although the dancers’ bodies “enact a range of devotional identities” (Zubko 2014:13) 

that is historically Hindu, Bharatanatyam crosses religious boundaries in terms of who practices 

it. Many Muslims and Christians have been practicing Bharatanatyam for centuries and have 

taken it seriously. Some, however, still fear and stay away from such dance form as they think of 

it as a purely Hindu practice and that you have to break away from your religion in order to 

understand it. These people, as Purnima, who is a Christian, told me, have this ideology that 

through the depiction of stories about different Hindu Gods, they have to completely worship 

these Gods which contradict their belief systems. Surprisingly, Bharatanatyam has been open to 

all people from all religions. You don’t have to break away from your religion to practice the 

dance and you don’t have to worship any Hindu God to master it.  

Kaavya said to me while talking about the religious aspect of the dance, “the stories are 

mostly Indian mythologies and we basically depict it. Not always literally. We can use our 
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creativity and imagination to do it.” Accordingly, in that way, people are not bounded by the 

stories written in Hindu scriptures, they can move beyond that and create their own stories. 

Anandika, who was also answering some of my questions during my interview with Kaavya said, 

“There are compositions based on gods, demi-gods, like nature, and normal people. There is one 

song that is fully on one flower”. The stories depicted do not necessarily follow the Hindu 

scripture, they could be about anything. Literally. The main theme of many performances Smt. 

Vinitha and Arundhati have done, addressed issues about different societal concerns such as; 

women empowerment, child abuse, harassment, where Bharatanatyam have been used as a 

powerful medium in conveying such messages. Despite Hinduism being the basis of 

Bharatanatyam, multiple stories about any social event could take the lead in Bharatanatyam. 

“Bharatanatyam is open to all”, says Kaavya. Smt. Arundhati also emphasized on the fact that 

Bharatanatyam is not by any means religious. She has both Muslim and Christian students 

learning Bharatanatyam and she doesn’t talk about Gods (at least when they are in class). She 

told me, “Dance is not a religion. It is a language”. With regards to the performances she does, 

she said that the theme of the performance itself depends on the audience; “If I have an Indian 

crowd then I talk about gods. If I have a majority from Egypt, I will talk about their stories and 

use their music”. The essence itself is still there, Bharatanatyam is still there no matter to what 

extent you incorporate it with other dance elements and music. What Smt. Arundhati also told 

me is that if one wants to make Bharatanatyam contemporary, they don’t talk about gods; “You 

can talk about the problems that women go through and other societal concerns. You can use 

Bharatanatyam for anything”. Although many people relegate dance to being about play, 

recreation, and stage performance, it indeed influences and conveys different societal messages. 
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“Those who love the art will learn it”, says Akshaya, whose argument also supports the 

previous ones. As she says, “according to the history, Bharatanatyam is connected to religion but 

it is not promoting the religion. Through this dance we don’t narrate religion. We talk about the 

gods of dance because it is traditional. But it does not promote religion”. Through 

Bharatanatyam, Vedas is also used, however, it is mainly used to talk about the culture rather 

than the religion. Akshaya also said that any Bharatanatyam performance depends on the demand 

of the audience; “If they want a mythological story we narrate, if they want a story talking about 

our tradition we narrate, and if they want something contemporary, we do it”. Smt. Vinitha, 

however, told me about the experiences of Muslims who do Bharatanatyam; “they find it a bit 

challenging…because of the society, how can you perform a dance that shows a devotion of a 

Hindu God. And after training, however good they are, they just stop doing it”. She deals with 

her Muslim students in a different manner. She tells them not to imagine Krishna or Shiva or any 

Hindu lord while dancing, but rather imagine these gods as any “divine power”. In that way, 

students would feel a bit more comfortable practicing and performing the dance. The case of 

Christians who belly dance has taken a similar path though the case might be different. This 

draws attention to how the discourse of dance seeks to surpass religious differences and helps 

bring together different people from different backgrounds to create a single, unified identity.  

Purnima told me how this issue about Bharatanatyam being religious is “stereotyped a 

lot”. She told me that back in India, “no matter which caste or religion you are from, parents will 

send their kids to Bharatanatyam classes”. She said that Bharatanatyam is not bounded by the 

Hindu mythology; “you can express anything, even our conversation” through Bharatanatyam. 

Even if someone wants to do a mythological story or depict a mythological song, s/he can take 

that story/song and interpret it in a way that they want the audience to see it. Therefore, it is not 



Chebli 26 
 

necessarily religious. Kraus says; “Belly dance now tends to be viewed as a studio-taught art 

form worthy of dedicated and intense formal instruction with emphasis on proper posture, 

technique, and stage presence” (2010:458). It helps them gain confidence and experience 

spirituality, exactly like Bharatanatyam. Because Christianity teaches women to be “modest”, 

particularly with their dress and body movements, Christian women developed a technique of 

combining the multiple identities that are derived from the various roles they play (ibid: 468). 

This technique of “integrating” identities helps people develop a sense of self (ibid: 463). 

Oftentimes, these techniques, especially when it concerns a religious identity, are used as a 

mechanism to “alleviate” the conflict experienced between the different identities of the self 

(ibid: 464). 

 

Rethinking Gender: 

Gender involvement in such artistic forms of expression might be a sensitive topic for 

some people. When it comes to dance, things might take a different perspective. In the dance 

field, dancers might be a little bit more conscious about the space they occupy and the role they 

are assigned in relation to the opposite sex. Even though some dancers do not think about it 

constantly, they unconsciously act in ways that keep them aware of that issue. We are always 

aware of our personal space and body language in relation to other people who surround us, 

especially if they are from the opposite sex.  

In Bharatanatyam, the case is different. Traditionally, Bharatanatyam has been 

exclusively performed by women. This does not mean that the dance itself is not practiced by 

men, however. In Kuwait, and from what I have observed in different dance schools, 

Bharatanatyam is only practiced by women. Although I have seen two male teachers teaching 
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Bharatanatyam, the students have been only females. For me, I couldn’t get to a conclusion that 

explains the reason behind that. As Kaavya told me, some boys would think that the dance place 

is only for women, so “they shouldn’t go there”. She also told me that some parents in India “do 

not want to send their boys to dance classes” and that they, themselves, think it is a woman’s 

space. She also mentioned a very important point that is somehow rejected or not thought of 

when thinking about Bharatanatyam which is that the God of Bharatanatyam itself, Lord Shiva, 

is a male. Thus, the idea here becomes very contradicting. Smt. Arundhati told me about this 

gender issue that “it is all about the upbringing”. Boys would go more for “hip-hop classes” and 

they would think that “if I dance I will look like a female”. Akshaya told me about a different 

dance form, called Katakali17, in which “women were not allowed to come out and dance so that 

time males used to do the drama and everything”. Smt. Vinitha told me that some parents do not 

send their boys to dance classes because they do not want them to acquire female characteristic 

that might develop due to them learning this dance form. Some boys, as she said, would be shy 

to go to such places because it is known to be a “female’s place”. Purnima told me with regards 

to this issue, “I wish people would understand it is way beyond that. The founder of 

Bharatanatyam was himself a man. It is for both genders. You can see men dancing but very few, 

not like how you would see breakdance or hip-hop”. She continued, “All the big giant dancers in 

India are males”. Smt. Vinitha told me, “Although the poetry has been written by men, when it 

comes to expressing, females are more open to expressions of love and feminine kind of dancing. 

Males would choose a more kind of masculine and devotion”. She thinks that men master the 

dance form better than females in terms of “symmetry and perfection of body movements”.  

In terms of the presentation of the dance form, it would be different among both genders 

as Smt. Arundhati told me, men would “show more of their masculinity”. However, this also 
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depends on the storyline and the theme of the dance/ performance. The space occupied between 

both genders depends on the character. It is not by any means related to the actual state of being 

either a male or a female. If the performance requires that both genders be close to one another, 

then, they would be close to one another, and the opposite is valid. Kaavya told me that even if 

you are a female, “you can depict a male role”, depending on the theme of the dance and the 

availability of female and male dance members. She also said that “it is easier to do the male 

than the female” because if a female is doing a male role, she has to show her masculine side and 

be a little stiffer which is somehow manageable, but if a male is doing a female character, he has 

to show some feminine features which is indeed harder than the opposite.  

 

Conclusion:  

Traditional dance merges your physical body, mind, and spirit together. It does this 

difficult task of connecting your physical body to a concept of “inner self.” Bharatanatyam, and 

any form of dance, could be interpreted through considering the metaphor “culture-as-text” as 

Clifford Geertz says, “The concept of culture I espouse...is essentially a semiotic one” (1973: 5). 

In this respect, Bharatanatyam could be thought of as a text. It has symbolic grammar, 

vocabulary, and semantics (Geertz 1973).18 It talks to oneself and to others. This whole project 

was an eye-opener for me. It made me think further and see beyond the visible. I realized that it 

is not only the dance aspect that is bringing these people together. Certainly not. But it is their 

common interest in expressing their tradition. All these passionate and dedicated dancers come 

together to relate to their motherland, or at least to the vision dance draws in their minds. This 

project also made me see how these people might do everything it takes to keep this dance form 

alive in Kuwait, whether it is going there weekly, dancing in different events, or opening four 
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branches in different areas knowing that this dance place has no license (PU dance school). It is 

as if they can’t live without it. This is the only thing in Kuwait that connects them to their home. 

Furthermore, I was able to see how the emotionally charged dance form of Bharatanatyam is a 

beautiful way of narrating the various storied about the Hindu Gods and Goddesses where the 

dancers transform into the characters of these stories. I was, in fact, very privileged to live a tiny 

slice of their lives that made me look at things differently. No matter the background, religion, 

age, nationality, and other socially constructed factors that play in the “construction” of the 

human being, there is something that connects us as a whole. These people are everyday people. 

They do whatever they do on a daily basis, but dance is the one thing that brings them together. 

In addition, other than knowing few terminologies of Bharatanatyam and learning few mudras, I 

realized, in these dancers’ case, how dance and identity could be used as synonyms. Dance is 

everything they do to express their true beings and their diasporic identities are expressed and 

found through dance. I realized that there are many ways of life that people assume to be their 

own but at the same time these ways of life are shared by different populations across the world 

and these dispersed imagined communities share a feeling that could not be put into words.   

All of these dancers and non-dancers who meet at the dance studio share a sense of 

connectedness. They are all pursuing dance and are always at the dance studio here in Kuwait to 

make it possible for themselves to feel like home again. Their traditional and spiritual relation to 

their homeland forms a strong connection circulating between them. Smt. Vinitha, Smt. 

Arundhati, Shweta, Saran, Kahan, Kaavya, Akshaya, Malini, Leena, Purnima, Reshmi, and all 

the students whom I saw and had a small conversation with represent a small population of 

Indian dancers in Kuwait and of the Indian community as a whole who are doing all it takes to 

hold on their culture and to form bonds that are culturally significant. Among the dancers, I was 
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able to see how dance in general, and Bharatanatyam in specific, helps them connect and find 

themselves. It is through Bharatanatyam that these dancers develop a sense of belonging and 

connectedness that allows them to travel while at place to their motherland India. Whether adults 

or children, these dancers are maintaining and holding on such beautiful cultural and traditional 

practice that is helping them create and recreate their social identity in a foreign country.  

The challenges the practitioners and the dancers I have met go through in defining and 

creating their identities suggest the different ways diasporic communities experience 

“displacement” and that of “constructing homes away from home” (Clifford 1997: 244). 

Bharatanatyam, as I observed and from the data I have collected, helps the dancers develop a 

sense of belonging. Apart from the loss they have experienced living in Kuwait, the dance studio 

and the practice of Bharatanatyam keeps their community attached to India. Dance becomes the 

way these people connect to their homeland and define themselves. The various meanings and 

storytelling Bharatanatyam convey and aims to deliver create bonds in the Indian community and 

connect it as a large “family”. The dance studio becomes a communal spot itself. As Clifford 

says, “separate places become effectively a community”, in terms of the continues circulation 

and occupation by different people (246). These connections that link the Indian immigrants 

together is articulated through their vision of their homeland (ibid: 249). This diasporic 

community’s life, through the practice of Bharatanatyam, connects together “both roots and 

routes” (ibid: 251) in an attempt to form and maintain communal solidarity between the 

community members, helps the dancers create and recreate their individual and collective 

identities, and maintains their connection to one another and to their homeland, India.   
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Srishti School of Classical Dance 

 

(Figure 1: the narrow lane members walk through between two buildings that takes them to the main door of the 

dance school.)19 

 

(Figure 2: On the right-hand side of the photo, you can see the stairs that take you down to the basement and to the 

main studio. You can also see the shoes of the dancers in front of the studio door. On the wall, there is a flyer that 

says: Artistic Yoga and Pilates Studio, which is actually the dance school itself.) 
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(Figure 3: This photo was taken inside the dance studio. On top of the upper shelf, there are few awards for 

participation in World Yoga Day by some yoga students (non-dancers). On the lower shelf, there is the statue of 

Buddha who is the embodiment of piece and serenity. It emits positivity to an environment.) 

 

(Figure 4: This is the main studio of the school. Here, we can see the young dancers practicing Bharatanatyam while 

the teacher is correcting their positions.) 
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(Figure 5: The abhinaya class where students are expected to learn the expression part that should be expressed 

during performing certain storylines and characters. The students here are learning part of the Radha/ Krishna story 

in Hindu mythology. The students are depicting Radha who is “angry at that moment and is keeping her finger on 

her lips implying that she doesn’t want to talk anymore”, says Smt. Vinitha.) 

 

 

(Figure 6: Smt. Vinitha teaching her students part of the Radha/ Krishna story in their abhinaya class. The students 

here, as Smt. Vinitha told me, “are depicting Krishna who is trying to play the flute to pacify Radha but is unable to 

convince her.”) 
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(Figure 7: the student here is depicting Radha, who enjoys nature. She is depicting her “observing a beautiful flower 

and the honeybee around it”, says Smt. Vinitha.) 

 

 
 

(Figure 8: The student here is depicting “Radha observing Krishna hiding and secretively flirting with other 

women”, says Smt. Vinitha.) 
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(Figure 9: Smt. Vinitha performing Bharatanatyam in a show called Anubhuti that represented different classical 

Indian art forms from music, dance, and paint. Here, she is depicting lord Rama’s mother enjoying the noise of 

tinkling anklets when he comes running towards her.) 
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(Figure 10: Here, the mother is asking god “why are you angry with me?” her hand “denotes an angry eye”.) 

 

(Figure 11: In this photo, the mother admires the way her son is walking and playing. On the right-hand side of the 

photo, a young man is sitting next to an instrument called tanpura which is used to perform what is called Carnatic 

music associated with Southern India.) 
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Nritta Dhyana: The School of Indian Classical Dance 

 

(Figure 12: The stairs that lead to the door of the school. The first thing both the teachers and the students do before 

entering the school is taking their shoes off. This is considered a symbol of respect for the dance itself. In the 

beginning and end of a dance class, dancers are expected to do a prayer and it is not allowed, as a sign of respect, to 

wear shoes during the prayer.) 
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(Figure 13: The first thing one sees when entering the school. The statue seen in the middle of the photo is the statue 

of lord Nataraja, the Hindu lord of dance. The reason for putting flowers around the statue, as Smt. Arundhati told 

me, is because “we think we cannot offer anything above him because he himself is priceless. So we offer something 

from the nature which is flowers. It is a metaphor of giving him a good presence.” There is also a candle, which is 

not seen well in the photo that is used as Arundhati told me “to kill darkness”. Next to the statue of Nataraja there is 

the statue of Ganesha, an elephant-headed God in Hinduism. In the Hindu culture, “whatever you do if you don’t 

pray to God Ganesha then it is not completed”, says Smt. Arundhati, “he is also the son of Lord Shiva.”) 
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(Figure 14: The waiting area where parents usually sit and converse after dropping their kids to dance classes. At the 

corner of the room, there is the statue of Nataraja, the lord of dance in Hinduism. Above it and on the shelf, there are 

some trophies the school got from participating and taking part in different shows and productions.) 

 

(Figure 15: One of the studios of the dance school. On the left side there is a flyer of all the mudras the students 

should learn during their dance years. There are (the number of mudra) on the floor there is a carpet that the teacher 

usually sits on while her students revise different dance steps they have already learned or are creating.) 
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(Figure 16: Pictures of the students and teachers hanged on one of the school’s walls. These photos show the 

teachers and students of the school during/ after performing in Kuwait fully dressed in beautiful, colorful costumes. )  

 

(Figure 17: Names of the students and the characters they are going to represent in an upcoming show are hanged on 

the board in their classroom. The image of a woman hanged on top is that of Rukmini Devi.) 
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(Figure 18 & 19: These two photos were taken during a rehearsal of a contemporary dance for a frontline magazine 

organization on women empowerment. The steps practiced are derived from Kalaripayattu20 and Bharatanatyam 

combined together.)  
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Nandhanam School of Dance  
 

 

(Figure 20 & 21: Both photos show one of the Nandhanam dance groups rehearsing their Bharatanatyam dance 

before a show that was held on December, 2018, at Kuwait University.)  
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(Figure 22: Shows some of the jewelry the students wear during a performance. As shown in the picture above, the 

headpiece the dancer is wearing is called tikka. The full circle and the half circle she is wearing on her head 

represent the sun and the moon respectively. The earrings they wear are called Jimikki. Each jewelry has its own 

name but not necessarily its own meaning. Some of the jewelry are just worn for decoration.)  

 

  
 

(Figure 23: Their belts, which are called mango belts, shows a manifestation a Hindu dance Lord.) 
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(Figure 24: One of the adult groups before heading to the stage beautifully wearing their white and gold costumes 

and jewelry.) 

 

 

(Figure 25: All the groups on stage ready to perform different Bharatanatyam dances.)  
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Notes: 

1 Salmiya is a neighbor in Kuwait known for a high number of the expats population.  
2 Only two of my informants, Shweta and Saran, are from PU Dance Studio. Their names and the studio name are 
pseudonyms. All other names are my informants’ real names.  
3 For example, Shrimati is a honorific term used when referring to a married woman (akin to Mrs. in English) in 
many languages used in India. The shortened version of it is Smt. and is used before referring to the dance teacher 
by the students. 
4 I found seven dance schools in Kuwait that offer Bharatanatyam classes. However, getting in contact with the 
owners of the schools was quite difficult as most of them were either busy or didn’t allow a visitor to visit their 
school for different reasons. 
5 The first thing both the teachers and the students do before entering the school is taking their shoes off. This is 
considered a symbol of respect for the dance itself. In the beginning and end of a dance class, dancers are 
expected to do a prayer and it is not allowed, as a sign of respect, to wear shoes during the prayer. 
6 Kalakshetra is one of the most famous and oldest arts institutions dedicated to the preservation of traditional 
values in Indian art and crafts, especially in the field of Bharatanatyam dance and Gandharvaveda music in 
Chennai, India.  
7 The lion dance is a form of traditional dance in the Chinese culture in which performers mimic a lion's movements 
in a lion costume to bring good luck and fortune.  
8 A devadasi is a young woman who dedicated her life to the worshipping and serving of Hindu deities in temples in 
certain parts of east and south India. 
9 Adavus are the basic dance steps in Bharatanatyam. The technique of any classical dance rests on the sturdy base 
of the adavus. The Adavu system is a sound and logical ground upon which the pedagogy of Indian Dance is based. 
10 Nataraja, (Sanskrit: “Lord of the Dance”) the Hindu god Shiva in his form as the cosmic dancer, represented in 
metal or stone in many Shaivite temples, particularly in South India.   
11 In ballet, a turnout is the rotation of the legs from the hips which causes the feet and knees to turn outward, 
away from the front of the body. 
12 For a comprehensive literature that explains the meaning of rasa, read Dace Wallace’s "The Concept of "Rasa" in 
Sanskrit Dramatic Theory." Educational Theatre Journal 15, no. 3 (1963): 249-54. 
13 Although the method of teaching Bharatanatyam usually uses an Indian poem during the class, it is not 
completely restricted to such form. Some teachers use different kinds of music like jazz and hip-hop and try to 
invent something new that represents Bharatanatyam in a contemporary way.   
14 Navratri, or the nine sacred days, mark the most auspicious days of the lunar calendar according to Hinduism. 
Celebrated with fervor and festivity all over north India, and every Hindu community the world over, these nine 
days are dedicated solely to Maa Durga (goddess Durga) and her nine avatars. 
15 The Nāṭya Śāstra is a Sanskrit text on the performing arts. The text is attributed to sage Bharata Muni. 
16 The Vedas are a large body of religious texts originating in ancient India. These texts constitute the oldest layer 
of Sanskrit literature and the oldest scriptures of Hinduism. 
17 Kathakali is one of the major forms of classical Indian dance. It is a "story play" genre of art, but one 
distinguished by the elaborately colorful make-up, costumes and facemasks that the traditionally male actor-
dancers wear. 
18 Semantics is the linguistic and philosophical study of meaning, in language, programming languages, formal 
logics, and semiotics. It is concerned with the relationship between signifiers—like words, phrases, signs, and 
symbols—and what they stand for in reality, their denotation. 
19 All the photos in this ethnography are taken by me after getting the permission from the owners of the both 
schools as well as the dancers.  
20 Kalaripayattu is an Indian martial art and fighting system that originated in Kerala and is practiced by warriors of 
Kerala and Tulu Nadu. 

                                                           


