
International Journal of Fine, Performing and Visual Arts (IJFPVA) 

Volume 3, Issue 1, January-June, 2023 

Available online at: https://internationaljournals.org/index.php/artsjournal 

This is an open access article under the CC BY-NC license. 

 

1 
 

Cross-cultural Influences in Modern Dance 
 

Prof. Elena Petrova 

 
Chair of Visual Arts Department, Moscow State University, Russia 

 

Article history: Received: 03 Nov. 2022, Accepted: 20 Dec. 2022, Published online: 05 Jan. 2023. 

 

ABSTRACT 

 

Modern dance, as an evolving and expressive art form, has been profoundly shaped by cross-cultural influences, 

reflecting the interconnectedness of societies in our globalized world. This abstract explores the dynamic interplay of 

diverse cultural elements in modern dance, examining how choreographers, dancers, and audiences contribute to 

the synthesis of movement vocabularies, narratives, and aesthetics. Through a comprehensive review of literature, 

historical examples, and contemporary case studies, this analysis sheds light on the transformative impact of cross-

cultural exchanges on the evolution of modern dance. The historical roots of modern dance reveal pioneers like 

Isadora Duncan and Ruth St. Denis, who drew inspiration from various cultures to break away from traditional 

ballet constraints. As the genre matured, artists such as Martha Graham, Merce Cunningham, and Alvin Ailey 

embraced cross-cultural influences, incorporating elements from African, Asian, and indigenous dance traditions. 

This fusion not only expanded the range of movements but also enriched the emotional and narrative depth of 

modern dance performances. In the contemporary context, globalization and technology have facilitated an 

unprecedented exchange of ideas, fostering a rich tapestry of cross-cultural collaborations. Choreographers draw 

from a vast array of sources, integrating movements, music, and themes from different cultures to create innovative 

and inclusive works. Dance companies and festivals worldwide actively promote cross-cultural dialogues, 

showcasing the diversity of human experiences through movement. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 

Modern dance, as an ever-evolving form of artistic expression, reflects the dynamic interplay of cultural influences that 

shape its diverse and innovative landscape. Originating as a departure from the rigidity of classical ballet, modern dance has 

undergone significant transformations, with choreographers drawing inspiration from a wide array of cultural sources. This 

introduction sets the stage for a comprehensive exploration of the cross-cultural influences in modern dance, delving into its 

historical roots, evolution, and contemporary manifestations. As globalization continues to connect societies and 

technology facilitates unprecedented cross-cultural exchanges, the intersection of diverse movement vocabularies, 

narratives, and aesthetics in modern dance becomes a fascinating and essential subject of study. This examination aims to 

unravel the intricate tapestry of influences that have propelled modern dance into a global art form, enriching its artistic 

vocabulary and reinforcing its role as a medium for cross-cultural dialogue and understanding. 

 

Furthermore, this abstract addresses the challenges and ethical considerations associated with cross-cultural influences in 

modern dance, emphasizing the importance of respectful engagement, cultural understanding, and acknowledgment of the 

origins of borrowed elements. It explores how appropriation and misrepresentation can impact the authenticity of cross-

cultural expressions in modern dance, and how artists navigate these complexities to create meaningful, respectful, and 

impactful works. 

 

Ultimately, this abstract aims to contribute to the discourse on cross-cultural influences in modern dance by providing 

insights into the historical trajectory, contemporary practices, and the ethical dimensions of this dynamic interplay. The 

study underscores the significance of embracing diversity, fostering cultural exchange, and promoting cross-cultural 

understanding as essential elements in the continued evolution and relevance of modern dance on the global stage. 
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LITERATURE REVIEW 

 

The exploration of cross-cultural influences in modern dance reveals a rich tapestry of scholarly works and critical analyses 

that span historical, cultural, and artistic dimensions. Early pioneers such as Isadora Duncan and Ruth St. Denis laid the 

groundwork by incorporating elements from diverse cultural traditions, challenging the conventions of their time. Literature 

highlights their role in liberating dance from classical constraints, paving the way for a more inclusive and globally 

informed art form. 

 

Key studies delve into the transformative impact of specific cultural influences on modern dance. Martha Graham's 

incorporation of psychological and mythological themes, influenced by her study of Native American rituals, is a notable 

example. Merce Cunningham's collaboration with composer John Cage exemplifies the interdisciplinary nature of modern 

dance, intertwining choreography with avant-garde music and philosophy. 

 

The literature also addresses the globalization of modern dance in the contemporary era. Dance festivals, international 

collaborations, and the accessibility of information through digital platforms have facilitated a fluid exchange of ideas. 

Scholars explore how choreographers navigate the complexities of cross-cultural engagement, examining the challenges of 

appropriation, cultural sensitivity, and the negotiation of identities within a globalized dance community. 

 

Ethical considerations are a recurrent theme in the literature, emphasizing the need for respectful engagement with cultural 

sources. Issues of cultural appropriation, misrepresentation, and power dynamics are critically examined. This literature 

review underscores the importance of acknowledging the origins of movements, themes, and aesthetics, urging practitioners 

to approach cross-cultural influences with cultural awareness, sensitivity, and an ethical framework. 

 

In summary, the literature on cross-cultural influences in modern dance provides a nuanced understanding of its historical 

evolution, contemporary manifestations, and the ethical considerations inherent in this dynamic intersection. Scholars 

contribute valuable insights into how modern dance, as a globalized and inclusive art form, continues to evolve and shape 

its identity through cultural dialogues and exchanges. 

 

RELATED THEORIES & MODELS  

 

Important Factors & Features of Cross-Cultural Influences in Modern Dance: 

 

1. Historical Roots: 

 Understanding the historical development of modern dance and its departure from classical ballet. 

 Examining early pioneers such as Isadora Duncan, Ruth St. Denis, and their incorporation of diverse 

cultural elements. 

2. Choreographic Innovations: 

 Analyzing the contributions of influential choreographers like Martha Graham, Merce Cunningham, and 

Alvin Ailey in integrating cross-cultural influences. 

 Exploring specific choreographic techniques and themes derived from various cultural traditions. 

3. Globalization and Technology: 

 Investigating the impact of globalization and technological advancements on the cross-cultural exchange 

in modern dance. 

 Exploring how digital platforms, international collaborations, and dance festivals contribute to a 

globalized dance landscape. 

4. Contemporary Practices: 

 Examining the current state of modern dance and how choreographers draw inspiration from a diverse 

range of cultural sources. 

 Analyzing the role of contemporary dance companies and festivals in promoting cross-cultural dialogues. 

5. Ethical Considerations: 

 Addressing ethical issues related to cross-cultural influences, such as cultural appropriation, 

misrepresentation, and power dynamics. 

 Exploring how artists navigate these ethical challenges and strive for cultural sensitivity and authenticity. 
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6. Inclusive Narratives: 

 Investigating how cross-cultural influences contribute to more inclusive and diverse narratives in modern 

dance performances. 

 Analyzing the role of dance in fostering cross-cultural understanding and breaking down cultural 

stereotypes. 

7. Identity and Representation: 

 Exploring how modern dance reflects and challenges cultural identities. 

 Examining the representation of diverse cultures and perspectives in choreography and performance. 

8. Collaborative Practices: 

 Investigating collaborative efforts between choreographers, dancers, musicians, and other artists from 

different cultural backgrounds. 

 Analyzing how interdisciplinary collaborations contribute to the richness of modern dance. 

9. Audience Reception: 

 Studying how audiences perceive and interpret cross-cultural influences in modern dance performances. 

 Examining the role of audience education in fostering an appreciation for diverse cultural elements in 

dance. 

10. Educational Initiatives: 

 Exploring the role of dance education in promoting cross-cultural awareness among dancers and 

choreographers. 

 Analyzing how academic programs and institutions incorporate diverse cultural perspectives into dance 

curriculum. 

 

By examining these factors and features, a comprehensive understanding of cross-cultural influences in modern dance 

emerges, encompassing historical context, contemporary practices, ethical considerations, and the transformative potential 

of cultural exchange in this dynamic art form. 

 

COMPARATIVE ANALYSIS 

 

1. Historical Context: 

 Modern Dance: Emerged in the early 20th century as a rebellion against the constraints of classical 

ballet. Pioneers like Isadora Duncan and Ruth St. Denis incorporated elements from various cultures. 

 Contemporary Practices: Modern dance continues to evolve, with choreographers building upon 

historical cross-cultural influences. However, the accessibility of global influences has increased through 

globalization and technology. 

2. Choreographic Techniques: 

 Modern Dance: Early choreographers integrated movements inspired by nature, emotions, and cultural 

rituals, breaking away from the formality of classical ballet. 

 Contemporary Practices: Choreographers today blend a diverse range of movement vocabularies, 

incorporating not only traditional dance forms but also contemporary and urban styles. 

3. Globalization and Technology: 

 Modern Dance: In its early days, cross-cultural influences were more limited, with exchanges often 

occurring through travel or exposure to specific cultural practices. 

 Contemporary Practices: Globalization and technology have significantly expanded cross-cultural 

influences. Choreographers now engage in virtual collaborations, and international dance festivals 

provide platforms for diverse cultural expressions. 

4. Ethical Considerations: 

 Modern Dance: Early choreographers might not have been as attuned to issues of cultural appropriation, 

given the different societal context. 

 Contemporary Practices: There is a heightened awareness of ethical considerations. Choreographers 

navigate a fine line, seeking cultural authenticity, avoiding appropriation, and acknowledging cultural 

origins. 
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5. Inclusive Narratives: 

 Modern Dance: Early influences often drew from exoticized elements of other cultures, sometimes 

reinforcing stereotypes. 

 Contemporary Practices: There is a conscious effort to create more inclusive narratives that respect and 

represent diverse cultural perspectives, fostering a deeper understanding of different traditions. 

6. Collaborative Practices: 

 Modern Dance: Early collaborations were primarily within the dance domain, with occasional 

interactions with musicians and visual artists. 

 Contemporary Practices: Interdisciplinary collaborations are more prevalent, involving not only 

musicians but also artists from various fields, creating a more holistic and immersive experience. 

7. Audience Reception: 

 Modern Dance: Early audiences might have been more resistant to unconventional movements and 

cross-cultural elements. 

 Contemporary Practices: Audiences today, often more globally aware and culturally diverse, tend to 

appreciate and even expect cross-cultural influences, contributing to the acceptance and popularity of 

diverse dance expressions. 

8. Educational Initiatives: 

 Modern Dance: Formal dance education might not have emphasized cross-cultural perspectives to the 

extent seen in contemporary dance programs. 

 Contemporary Practices: Dance education today actively incorporates diverse cultural elements, 

encouraging a broader understanding of dance as a global art form. 

 

By comparing the historical roots of modern dance with its contemporary practices, it becomes evident that cross-cultural 

influences have become more nuanced, informed, and conscientious over time. The evolution reflects a greater appreciation 

for diversity, a commitment to ethical considerations, and an increasingly interconnected global dance community. 

 

CONCLUSION 

 

In conclusion, the exploration of cross-cultural influences in modern dance reveals a dynamic evolution from its early 

pioneers to contemporary practices, demonstrating a continuous dialogue between diverse cultural elements. The historical 

roots, choreographic innovations, globalization, and ethical considerations collectively shape the multifaceted nature of 

modern dance as a globalized and inclusive art form. 

 

The historical context illuminates the rebellious spirit of early modern dance pioneers who sought inspiration beyond 

classical ballet, laying the foundation for the integration of cross-cultural influences. From the groundbreaking work of 

Isadora Duncan and Ruth St. Denis to the choreographic revolutions led by Martha Graham, Merce Cunningham, and Alvin 

Ailey, modern dance has continually embraced diverse movement vocabularies, narratives, and aesthetics. 

 

Contemporary practices in modern dance showcase a globalized landscape where choreographers draw inspiration from an 

expansive array of cultural sources. The impact of globalization and technology facilitates cross-cultural exchanges, 

enabling collaborations and influences to transcend geographical boundaries. This interconnectedness not only expands the 

creative palette of choreographers but also fosters a more inclusive and interconnected dance community. 

 

Ethical considerations play a pivotal role in this evolution, with contemporary practitioners navigating the fine line between 

appreciation and appropriation. The emphasis on cultural sensitivity, acknowledgment of origins, and a commitment to 

authentic representation reflects a maturation of the field, contributing to a more respectful and responsible approach to 

cross-cultural influences. 
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