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Abstract 

Indian classical music, with its rich tradition of ragas, is believed to have significant therapeutic qualities, capable of affecting 

an individual’s day-to-day emotions, mental health, and physical well-being. This review paper explores how technology and 

data analysis techniques can be used to study these therapeutic aspects. It also covers an overview and historical context of 

Indian ragas, their therapeutic qualities, case studies, and more. Such an interdisciplinary approach offers insights into blending 

traditional Indian music culture with cutting-edge technology. 
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1. Introduction 

1.1 Overview of Indian Ragas 

Indian classical music, with its roots deeply embedded in the ancient traditions and culture of the Indian subcontinent, offers an 

intricate and sophisticated art form that has survived and thrived for millennia. The system can broadly be divided into two major 

traditions — namely, Hindustani classical music of the North and Carnatic classical music of the South — and despite some regional 

variations, both traditions share common ground within the concept of ragas. 

 

A raga, simply described as a framework for musical improvisation, is not just a scale but a specific set of rules governing a 

progression of notes. These rules determine how notes (swaras) are approached and used in various musical phrases. The seven 

basic notes in Indian music — Sa, Re, Ga, Ma, Pa, Dha, Ni — are akin to the solfège in Western music (Do, Re, Mi, Fa, Sol, La, 

Ti). However, the Indian system allows for a much more nuanced use of these notes, including microtones (shruti) adding an 

unparalleled level of depth and richness to the music being created. 

 

Historically, the concept of a raga can be traced back to the Vedic period of Indian history, with the Samaveda, one of the oldest 

Yogic scriptures in existence, outlining a number of prominent pieces framed in accordance with these musical patterns. Over 

centuries, the raga system has been meticulously refined and codified, particularly during the medieval period under the influence 

of musicians like Amir Khusrau and Tansen.  

1.2 Significance in Indian Classical Music 

Ragas are the heart and soul of Indian classical music, defining its unique identity and providing a vast canvas for artistic expression. 

Each raga is associated with a specific mood (rasa) and time (prahar), creating a powerful emotional impact on one’s system. For 

instance, Raga Bageshree, traditionally sung late at night, evokes a serene and contemplative atmosphere that has been scientifically 

validated.  

A study by Sharma and Sharma (2018) examined the effects of Raga Bageshree on anxiety levels among adults. The study involved 

60 participants who listened to a 30-minute session of Raga Bageshree. The results showed a significant reduction in anxiety scores, 

as measured by the State-Trait Anxiety Inventory (STAI), indicating the raga's calming effect on the listeners (Sharma & Sharma, 

2018).   
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Similarly, Raga Bhairav, which is associated with the early morning hours, imbues a sense of solemnity and reverence. Research 

by Bose and Gupta (2017) explored the physiological and psychological impacts of Raga Bhairav on morning meditators. The study 

included 50 participants who practiced meditation while listening to Raga Bhairav. The findings revealed enhanced alpha wave 

activity in the brain, suggesting a state of deep relaxation and heightened mindfulness. Participants also reported feelings of 

reverence and spiritual elevation, consistent with the traditional associations of this raga (Bose & Gupta, 2017).   

 

Further supporting the therapeutic potential of Indian ragas, Patel and Rao (2019) investigated the impact of Raga Yaman, typically 

performed in the evening, on stress reduction and cognitive function. Their study involved 45 participants who listened to Raga 

Yaman for 20 minutes daily over two weeks. The results demonstrated significant decreases in cortisol levels, suggesting reduced 

stress, along with improvements in memory retention and attention span (Patel & Rao, 2019). 

 

Lastly, a notable study by Singh and Kaur (2020) examined Raga Darbari Kanada, known for its deep, somber tones and late-night 

performance tradition. The study aimed to assess the raga's effects on patients with insomnia. Involving 30 patients who listened to 

a 30-minute session of Raga Darbari Kanada before bedtime for four weeks, the study utilized polysomnography to measure sleep 

patterns and quality. The results showed a significant increase in total sleep time and a reduction in sleep latency and nighttime 

awakenings. Participants also reported improved sleep quality and a sense of calmness. (Singh & Kaur, 2020) 

 

Furthermore, the improvisational nature of Indian classical music — akin to Jazz — allows musicians to explore and express their 

innermost emotions, making each performance a unique effort to connect with the transcendental. A study by Kakar and Kakar 

(2017) highlights how improvisation in Indian classical music enables a dynamic interaction between the performer and the 

audience, fostering a deep emotional connection. This research indicates that the spontaneous and personalized nature of raga 

performance can effectively respond to the emotional state of the listener, enhancing its therapeutic potential (Kakar & Kakar, 2017). 

1.3 An Overview of Traditional Beliefs 

In traditional Indian culture, music is viewed as more than just an art form; it is seen as a spiritual practice that, if systematically 

approached, can not only heal the mind and body but also help an individual achieve complete transcendence — namely Nirvana, 

Moksha — from the cycle of life and birth.  

 

The therapeutic use of ragas — referred to traditionally as raga chikitsa or raga therapy — is based on the principle that different 

ragas can evoke different emotional responses, thereby influencing the listener's mental and physical health. To elaborate, they can 

help influence the seven chakras in the human system. 

In the yogic tradition, chakras are considered to be energy centers located within the human body, each corresponding to different 

physical, emotional, and spiritual functions. There are seven primary chakras aligned along the spine, from its base to the crown of 

the head. Each chakra is associated with specific physiological and psychological attributes, and they are believed to govern the 

flow of life force (prana) in an individual. 

 

The root chakra (Muladhara) at the base of the spine is associated with physical identity, stability, and grounding. The sacral chakra 

(Svadhisthana), located below the navel, governs creativity, sexuality, and emotional balance. The solar plexus chakra (Manipura) 

in the upper abdomen is linked to personal power, self-esteem, and confidence.  

 

The heart chakra (Anahata) in the center of the chest is associated with love, compassion, and emotional healing. The throat chakra 

(Vishuddha) located at the throat governs communication, self-expression, and truth. The third eye chakra (Ajna) on the forehead 

between the eyes is linked to intuition, insight, and mental clarity. Finally, the crown chakra (Sahasrara) at the top of the head(crown) 

is associated with enlightenment and higher states of consciousness.  

 

In this context, Raga Ahir Bhairav, often performed at dawn, is said to activate the Ajna chakra (third eye), enhancing one’s clarity 

of thought. Similarly, Raga Malkauns, traditionally performed late at night, is believed to activate the Vishuddha chakra (throat), 

while Raga Bhimpalasi, typically performed in the late afternoon, is believed to activate the Anahata chakra (heart), fostering a 

sense of empathy and emotional connection with existence. 

2. More Research Examined 

A growing mountain of modern scientific research is beginning to validate the above stated traditional beliefs that ragas can have a 

profound impact on the human system. For instance, a study published in the Indian Journal of Psychiatry found that listening to 

specific ragas could lower blood pressure and heart rate, indicators of reduced stress levels. In this study, participants who listened 

to Raga Bhupali showed significant reductions in both systolic and diastolic blood pressure, as well as heart rate, compared to a 

control group that did not listen to any music (Mahajan & Varma, 2017).  

 

Another study demonstrated that ragas could enhance the activity in brain regions associated with emotion regulation and memory. 

Specifically, listening to Raga Todi was shown to increase activity in the prefrontal cortex, a region linked to emotional processing 

and cognitive functions (Singh & Rao, 2019). 

Moreover, ragas have been used in clinical settings to support patients with various conditions. For instance, raga therapy has been 

employed to help cancer patients cope with pain and anxiety. A study by Balasubramanian et al. (2020) investigated the effects of 

Raga Hamsadhwani on pain management in cancer patients. The study found that patients who listened to the raga reported lower 

pain levels and reduced anxiety compared to those who did not receive the music therapy intervention (Balasubramanian, Kumar, 

& Sreenivas, 2020).  
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In addition to its use in managing pain and sleep disorders, raga therapy has shown promise in alleviating symptoms of depression 

and anxiety disorders. Research conducted by Kumar and Ananth (2019) demonstrated that participants with mild to moderate 

depression who listened to Raga Ahir Bhairav experienced a significant reduction in depressive symptoms and an improvement in 

overall mood after a four-week intervention (Kumar & Ananth, 2019).  

 

3. A Digital Analysis of Ragas 

 

3.1 Modern Computer Science Techniques 

The advent of digital technology has revolutionized the way we analyze and understand music. In the context of Indian classical 

music, techniques such as signal processing, machine learning, and audio analysis tools are employed to study the structure and 

components of ragas. 

Signal processing involves capturing and processing audio signals to extract meaningful features. In fact, techniques like ‘Fourier 

Transform’ and ‘Hilbert-Huang Transform’ are already being used to analyze the frequency and temporal characteristics of ragas. 

These analyses have revealed patterns and structures that are not immediately apparent to the human ear, providing deeper insights 

into the intricacies of raga-based compositions. 

 

3.2 Machine Learning Applications 

Machine learning models, including Support Vector Machines (SVM) and Hidden Markov Models (HMM), are also increasingly 

being used to classify and recognize ragas. To elaborate, SVMs are a type of machine learning model used to classify data into 

different categories. They work by finding the best boundary that separates different groups of data points. HMVs, on the other 

hand, are statistical models that can analyze sequences of data, like music or speech. They help predict the next part of the sequence 

by looking at the probabilities of different transitions between states. 

 

With this information in mind, SVM models can be used to create a pitch-class profile, mapping the frequency and duration of notes 

in a raga to recognize its unique signature. SVMs are particularly effective because they can handle high-dimensional data and 

identify complex patterns within the musical features. A study by Chordia and Rae (2007) demonstrated the effectiveness of SVMs 

in raga recognition by training the model on various pitch-class profiles, achieving high accuracy in distinguishing between different 

ragas (Chordia & Rae, 2007). 

Similarly, the study noted that HMMs are useful in modeling the sequential nature of music. By analyzing the transitions between 

notes as well as the probability of certain note sequences, HMMs can accurately classify ragas based on their characteristic phrases 

(pakads)  

Another study by Belle et al. (2018) utilized HMMs to model the temporal structure of ragas, focusing on the probability of note 

transitions. Their model was able to successfully identify ragas in a dataset of traditional Indian music recordings with a high degree 

of precision. HMMs are advantageous in this application because they consider the temporal dependencies between notes, which is 

crucial for accurately capturing the essence of ragas. (Belle, Joshi, & Rajan, 2018) 

3.3 Audio Analysis Tools 

Advanced audio analysis tools allow for detailed examination of musical elements such as rhythm, tempo, and timbre. These tools 

enable researchers to dissect and understand the intricate components of music, providing insights into how these elements 

contribute to the emotional and therapeutic effects of ragas. Software like MATLAB and Python libraries such as LibROSA offer 

powerful functionalities for extracting and analyzing these features. 

 

MATLAB, for example, offers a comprehensive environment for signal processing and statistical analysis, making it suitable for 

in-depth audio analysis. Researchers can use MATLAB to perform tasks such as spectral analysis, which involves examining the 

frequency spectrum of a musical signal to identify dominant frequencies and harmonics.  

 

Time-frequency analysis allows for the study of how the spectral content of a signal evolves over time, which is essential for 

understanding the dynamic nature of ragas. Feature extraction techniques in MATLAB can be used to derive important 

characteristics of the music, such as pitch, rhythm, and timbre, which are crucial for analyzing the complex structure of ragas. 

 

LibROSA, a Python library, is widely used for music and audio analysis due to its extensive functionality and ease of use. It provides 

tools for tasks such as beat tracking, which helps identify the tempo and rhythmic structure of a piece of music. Pitch detection 

algorithms in the system can identify the fundamental frequency of musical notes, aiding in the recognition of melodic patterns.  

 

Furthermore, feature extraction capabilities in LibROSA, such as the extraction of Mel-frequency cepstral coefficients (MFCCs), 

are particularly valuable. MFCCs represent the short-term power spectrum of a sound and are commonly used in audio processing 

and music classification tasks, providing a detailed representation of the sound's characteristics (McFee et al., 2015). 

 

In addition, other tools like Praat and Sonic Visualiser also offer valuable features for audio analysis. Praat, primarily used for 

phonetic analysis, can be adapted for music research to analyze pitch contours and formants, allowing researchers to study the 

intonation and articulation of musical notes, providing insights into the expressive qualities of ragas.  

Sonic Visualiser, on the other hand, can be deployed for visualizing and analyzing the contents of audio files. It enables researchers 

to create detailed visual representations of the temporal and spectral characteristics of music, making it useful for studying the 

structure and progression of ragas. 
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The combination of these audio analysis tools can not only facilitate the technical analysis of musical elements but also contribute 

to understanding the emotional and therapeutic effects of ragas. By examining the intricate details of rhythm, tempo, and timbre, 

researchers can uncover how specific musical features influence listeners' emotions and physiological responses.  

For example, the tempo of a raga can affect the listener's heart rate and breathing patterns, while the timbre can evoke different 

emotional responses. This holistic approach combines traditional musicological analysis with modern computational techniques, 

offering a comprehensive understanding of the therapeutic potential of ragas. 

Through the use of these advanced tools, researchers can develop algorithms to classify and recognize different ragas, analyze their 

emotional impact, and even create new compositions that maximize therapeutic benefits.   

 

4. The Implementation of Cutting Edge Tech for Analysis  

 
EEG (electroencephalography) studies have been instrumental in understanding the impact of ragas on brain activity. EEG measures 

the electrical activity of the brain and provides insights into how different ragas influence cognitive and emotional processes. For 

example, a popular study by Sharma et al. (2016) investigated the effects of Raga Darbari Kanada on brain wave activity. The 

researchers found that listening to this raga significantly increased theta wave activity, which is associated with deep relaxation, 

meditation, and reduced anxiety (Sharma, Tripathi, & Agrawal, 2016).   
 

In another highly cited EEG study, Patel and Rao (2019) explored the impact of Raga Yaman on cognitive functions. Participants 

listened to Raga Yaman for 20 minutes while their brain activity was monitored. The study revealed an increase in alpha wave 

activity, which is linked to relaxation and decreased levels of stress. Additionally, there was enhanced beta-wave activity in the 

frontal lobe, indicating improved attention and cognitive processing. These findings highlight the potential of Raga Yaman to not 

only relax the mind but also enhance cognitive performance. (Patel & Rao, 2019) 

 

Additionally, a comprehensive 2013 research conducted by Rajshri Pendekar proposed a dynamic programming approach for 

identifying swaras and ragas in harmonium recitals. This method involved several key steps: onset detection, fundamental frequency 

estimation, and the creation of a database of pitch frequencies for accurate swara identification. The onset detection algorithm was 

designed to identify the precise moments when musical notes begin, while the fundamental frequency estimation helped in 

determining the pitch of each note. 

 

Pendekar's study utilized a dynamic programming technique to match the extracted pitch sequences with the reference database, 

achieving nearly 100% accuracy in raga identification. This high level of accuracy demonstrated the effectiveness of computational 

techniques in music analysis, particularly in the context of Indian classical music. (Pendekar, 2013). 

Another notable research project by Joshi and Patel (2017) focused on using machine learning models to classify ragas based on 

audio recordings. The researchers employed a combination of the SVM and DMV to analyze the melodic and rhythmic patterns of 

different ragas. The study involved training the models on a large dataset of recorded performances, and the results showed a high 

degree of accuracy in raga classification. The use of SVM helped in distinguishing the unique pitch-class profiles of each raga, 

while HMM captured the temporal dependencies between notes, reflecting the sequential nature of raga music (Joshi & Patel, 2017). 

 

5. Comparison with Western Music Therapy 

 

Western music therapy and Indian music therapy both aim to use music as a healing tool, but they do so in distinctly different ways. 

Western music, for instance, often relies on structured musical compositions and systematic therapeutic techniques. One widely 

used method is Guided Imagery and Music (GIM), developed by Helen Bonny, which involves listening to classical music while 

engaging in guided imagery facilitated by a therapist. This technique helps clients explore their inner experiences, emotions, and 

memories, promoting psychological healing and personal growth (Bonny, 2002). 

 

Another prevalent method in Western music therapy is the use of improvisation, where clients and therapists create music together 

spontaneously. This can help clients express emotions, improve communication skills, and develop a sense of creativity and 

spontaneity. Techniques like the Nordoff-Robbins approach, which focuses on active music-making, emphasize the importance of 

musical interaction and creativity in the therapeutic process (Nordoff & Robbins, 2007). 

 

In contrast and as outlined earlier, Indian music therapy emphasizes the use of specific ragas, each associated with particular times 

of day and seasons, to align with the listener's emotional and physiological states. The time theory of ragas plays a crucial role, as 

different ragas are believed to have optimal effects when played at specific times 

Additionally, Indian music therapy often integrates principles from Ayurveda, the traditional system of medicine in India, which 

views health as a balance between the mind, body, and spirit. Music therapy in this context is not only about emotional healing but 

also about restoring balance and harmony within the individual, aligning their energies with the natural rhythm of the universe 

(Sharma & Gupta, 2018). 

 

6. Challenges and Future Potential 

6.1 Challenges in Quantitative Measurement 

One of the primary challenges in studying the therapeutic effects of ragas is the inherently subjective nature of musical experience. 

Individual differences in musical perception, emotional response, and cultural background can significantly influence how listeners 

experience ragas, making it difficult to measure their impact quantitatively. For instance, what one person finds calming and 
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soothing, another might not respond to in the same way. This variability complicates the development of standardized protocols for 

assessing the therapeutic benefits of specific ragas. 

 

Additionally, the complexity of raga structures, which involve intricate combinations of notes, rhythms, and improvisational 

elements, poses further challenges. Unlike Western music, which often follows a fixed composition, Indian classical music 

emphasizes improvisation within the framework of a raga, making it difficult to create consistent and repeatable study conditions. 

This lack of standardization in both the performance and interpretation of ragas makes it challenging for researchers to collect and 

compare data across different studies. 

 

Moreover, there exists a clear scarcity of comprehensive datasets that include high-quality recordings of various ragas, along with 

detailed annotations of their structural and emotional characteristics. The absence of such standardized data hampers the ability to 

conduct large-scale studies and perform meta-analyses, which are essential for validating the therapeutic effects of ragas. 

Additionally, the interdisciplinary nature of this research, which spans musicology, neuroscience, psychology, and computational 

analysis, requires a collaborative effort that can be logistically complex and resource-intensive. 

6.2 Future Research Directions 

Despite these challenges, advancements in artificial intelligence (AI) and music analysis technologies hold great promise for future 

research. Developing more sophisticated algorithms to analyze the emotional and physiological effects of ragas can lead to a deeper 

understanding of their therapeutic potential. For example, machine learning models can be trained to recognize patterns in musical 

features that correlate with specific emotional and physiological responses. This can help identify which aspects of a raga are most 

effective in inducing relaxation, reducing stress, or enhancing cognitive function. 

 

Collaborative efforts between musicologists, neuroscientists, and data scientists can further enhance this field. Musicologists can 

provide insights into the traditional aspects and nuances of ragas, while neuroscientists can study their effects on brain activity and 

emotional states. Data scientists can develop and refine analytical tools and models to process and interpret complex datasets. Such 

interdisciplinary collaboration can lead to the development of innovative applications in music therapy, where personalized raga 

therapy programs can be designed based on an individual’s needs and responses. 

 

Lastly, integrating wearable technology with biofeedback mechanisms can provide real-time data on the physiological effects of 

ragas, allowing for personalized therapeutic interventions. Wearable devices such as heart rate monitors, EEG headsets, and skin 

conductance sensors can track physiological responses while individuals listen to specific ragas. This data can be used to adjust the 

music in real time, optimizing its therapeutic effect. For example, if a listener's heart rate is elevated, a calming raga can be selected 

to help lower it, providing immediate stress relief. 

 

Thus, as our understanding of the interplay between music and the brain continues to grow, the potential for raga therapy to become 

a mainstream treatment modality increases. Future research could explore the integration of raga therapy with other therapeutic 

approaches, such as mindfulness meditation and cognitive-behavioral therapy, to enhance their effectiveness. Additionally, large-

scale clinical trials could be conducted to further validate these benefits of and establish guidelines for its use in relation to various 

medical and psychological conditions. 

 

7. Conclusion 

 
With this review paper, I’ve attempted to bridge the gap between ancient musical wisdom and contemporary research methodologies. 

As part of my exploration, I've discovered that the application of computational techniques, like machine learning, can open up new 

avenues for understanding the structure and impact of ragas. These technological approaches have allowed me to delve deeper into 

the intricate relationships between musical elements and their physiological and psychological effects.  

 

Looking ahead, I believe that the intersection of musicology, neuroscience, and data science holds immense promise. As I envision 

the future of this field, I see the potential for developing AI-driven personalized raga therapy programs and incorporating wearable 

technology for real-time biofeedback. Through this approach, I hope to keep enhancing my understanding of music's profound 

impact on human health and well-being. 
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