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Not only the opponents but also the advocates of Indian
poetics insist on the need of applying it to modern or western
texts, though their motives are far different. The opponents
argue that Indian poetics is the product of a literary culture
which is not only confined to India but which also no longer
operates even in this country. How can it apply to a western
text which originates from a different cultural context? On
the other hand, the advocates of Indian poetics hold that the
theories propounded by Indian poeticians are universally
valid; it is another matter that they had not applied them to
complete texts.
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The two recent collections of essays - East West Poetics
at Work, edited by C.D. Narasimhaiah (New Delhi, 1994)
and Indian Poetics and Modern Texts, edited by P.K. Rajan
and Swapna Daniel (New Delhi, 1998) — are obviously
intended to demonstrate the applicability of Indian literary
theories. While the former includes about twelve essays on
the application of Indian poetics to modern/western texts,
the latter is exclusively devoted to this task. There are also
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full-length studies on the application of the rasa theory to
western texts. Of these mention may be made of J.B.
Paranjape’s Old Lamp for the New: A Study of William
Faulkner’s Novels in the Light of Rasadhvani Siddh¹nta (New
Delhi, 1982), Rama Kant Sharma’s Hardy and the Rasa Theory
(New Delhi, 1997), and Priyadarshi Patnaik’s Rasa in
Aesthetics (New Delhi, 1997) wherein all rasas are illustrated
with examples from western literature. Similarly, Vakrokti
has been applied to various English poems in Shrawan K.
Sharma’s Kuntaka’s Vakrokti Siddh¹nta: Towards an
Appreciation of English Poetry (Meerut, 2004), and auchitya
theory to Shelley’s poetry in Archna D. Tyagi’s A Study of
Shelley’s Poetry in the Light of ¹c¹rya Kcemendra’s Aucitya
Siddh¹nta (New Delhi, 2008). In fact, there is no point in
contending that Indian poetics cannot be applied to modern
or western literature simply because it is based on Sanskrit
literature or represents a specific literary culture. A literary
theory, worth its name, always transcends the time and place
of its origin. It is concerned with matters which are common
to all literatures. Indian poetics, too, is no exception. It deals
with questions of universal significance. Of its six major
theories, the rasa is concerned with the emotive content, while
r»ti, ala‚k¹ra and vakrokti are related to form. Dhvani centres
on meaning, while aucitya underscores the general principle
of propriety in the employment of not only various elements
of a literary work but also literary theories. Obviously, there
is nothing peculiarly Indian about these theories except the
fact that they have developed in India. The three topics with
which Indian poetics is concerned — content, form and
meaning -- constitute every work of literature.

John Oliver Perry’s allegation that Indian poetics
represents ‘religious view’ or ‘a Hindu value system’ is grossly
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misconceived1. For one thing, he singles out only rasa-dhvani
theory, and associates it with ‘spiritual experience -- that of
bliss’. The spiritual experience, it may be pointed out, is a
universal experience, not circumscribed to ‘religious view’ or
‘a Hindu value system’. Secondly, the rasa theory has been
‘spiritulized’ by its commentators, especially Bhatta Nayaka
and Abhinavagupta (and his followers); Bharata’s own
approach is down to earth. There is nothing spiritual about
his theory of rasa, which is firmly grounded in human
psychology. In fact, the theories of Indian poetics are purely
literary; they have nothing to do with religion and ethics.

It may also be observed that Indian literary theories
have their analogues in western critical thought. There is
discernible resemblance between the ala‚k¹ra theory and
figures of speech or tropes, r»ti and the concept of style, and
Vakrokti and the concept of ‘deviance’ in stylistics. Of course,
there is nothing like rasa in western aesthetics, but the
centrality of emotions in a work of art is recognised by
western aestheticians and critics like I.A. Richards2. The Rasa
theory’s emphasis on the emotional impact of drama finds a
parallel in Aristotle, and its objective to communicate a
distinct emotional experience finds an echo in Tolstoy who
proclaims: “Art is that human activity which consists in one
man’s consciously conveying to others, by certain external
signs, the feelings and also experiencing them”3. Dhvani,
which propounds that meaning in poetry is suggested, not
stated, finds its forceful allies in the French Symbolists4.
Aucitya is called prepon in Greek and decorum in Latin, and
is discussed by both Aristotle and Horace.

There are actually no borders in the realm of literature.
The literature of one country is read and appreciated in
another country. Speculations on literature are equally of a
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universal character. At the same time, it is also true that no
theory, however comprehensive, can cover all literary works.
Like the Creator of the world, a true writer follows no set
guidelines5; all genuine literary works are marked by novelty
and freshness. And this is a never-ending process. Hence an
ultimate and all-embracing theory of literature is an
impossibility.

The trouble starts when a literary theory begins to stake
absolutist claims. And this happened in the history of Indian
poetics. It is marked by a search for the ‘soul’ (¹tman) or
essence of poetry. Ala‚k¹ra, r»ti, dhvani, vakrokti, aucitya
— all by turns, claimed themselves to be defining principle
of poetry. Though rasa was conceived originally as one of
the components of drama6 (though most important), later,
when coupled with dhvani, it was enthroned in the form of
rasa-dhvani as the final and foremost theory of literature.
And since rasa has no counterpart in western aesthetics, this
theory was considered the most distinctive Indian aesthetic
theory. This also accounts for the fact that rasa-dhvani theory
is more often applied than other Indian literary theories
which, except aucitya, are easier to use. Aucitya, of course, is
not a theory with fixed determinants (though Ksemendra tries
to mount it as a theory) but a general principle which is based
on discrimination and discernment (viveka), and hence very
difficult to apply7.

I have argued elsewhere8 that the rasa-theory is
basically concerned with performing arts like drama, and it
cannot be applied to other genres in its original form. And
even in the case of drama, it cannot be applied alike to all
kinds of dramatic compositions. S.C. Sengupta, for instance,
applies the rasa-theory to Hamlet, and comes to the
conclusion that “the predominant state is Aversion (jugups¹)
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but it is strengthened and enriched by other mental states,
and the total affect is not merely revolting (b»bhatsa) but
tragic – a concept for which there is nothing corresponding
in Indian poetics”9. Similarly, in his application of the rasa-
dhvani theory to Chinua Achebe’s Things Fall Apart,
Madhusudan Pati discovers that “whereas in the first section
a neatly orchestrated body of the bhavas generates a refined
feel of karu¡a as the controlling mood, there is a certain
dichotomy at work in the later sections not allowing any
particular emotions to intensify into a state of calm joy”10.
These scholars, of course, are interested in exploring the
possibilities of the rasa-theory without sacrificing the integrity
of the text. Other scholars, who are intent on demonstrating
the applicability of the theory, end up by naming vibh¹vas,
anubh¹vas, sanc¹ribh¹vas, sth¹yibh¹vas and the
corresponding rasa. This tendency is deprecated by the noted
Sanskrit scholar, G.K Bhat who states: “What is absolutely
necessary is to guard against the mistake the Sanskrit critics
have made. The commentators of Sanskrit poetry and drama
have indulged themselves in discovering and locating the
vibh¹vas, anubh¹vas, and vybhic¹ri-bh¹vas in literary pieces
on which they were commenting and then naming the rasa”11.

This tendency of naming persists also in the application
of other Indian literary theories. Here, for instance, is an
exposition of the following passage from Macbeth in the light
of the vakrokti theory:

Besides this Duncan
Hath borne his faculties so meek, hath been
So clear in his great office, that his virtues
Will plead like angels, trumpet-tongued against
The deep damnation of his taking off;
And pity, like a naked new born babe,
Striding the blast, or heaven’s cherubin horsed
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Upon the sightless couriers of the air,
Shall blow the horrid deed in every eye,
That tears shall drown the wind. (I.vii.16-24)

The exposition follows:

“Duncan’s virtues are likened to angels and pity to a
‘naked new born babe’ and ‘heaven’s cherubin’. Both
these figures of speech constitute sentential
figurativeness. The expression, ‘trumpet-tongued’ being
a case of metaphorical transfer, is an example for lexical
figurativeness. Adjectives like ‘meek’, ‘clear’, ‘deep’,
‘naked’, ‘new-born’, ‘sightless’, ‘horrid’, etc. enhance the
force of expression and hence are instances of lexical
figurativeness manifesting in qualification
(vi¶esanavakrat¹). ‘That tears shall drown the wind’ is
a hyperbole and hence another instance of sentential
figurativeness. Thus, in short, this passage, noted for its
force and beauty, is a clear case of figurativeness of
lexical, grammatical and sentential levels”12.

I have selected this passage specially because it has been
commented upon also by Cleanth Brooks in his book, The
Well Wrought Urn, from another angle — that of paradox13.
Though both the scholars are motivated by their theoretical
standpoints, there is a world of difference in their treatment.
While the vakrokti exponent is content with locating various
types of vakrokti in the passage, Cleanth Brooks tries to relate
the composite image of ‘a naked new born babe’ to the central
theme of the play.

Nevertheless, a theory, however ingeniously applied,
cannot exhaust the meaning of a text. And a genuine critic is
primarily concerned with the text, not with the theory. For,
“literary criticism”, as the noted Hindi-critic Namwar Singh
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rightly observes, “is not the same thing as poetics at work or
poetics in action”14. Literary criticism is a direct encounter with
the text. “Words in poetry”, says F.R. Leavis, “invite us, not to
‘think about’ and judge but to ‘feel into’ or ‘become’ — to
realize a complex experience that is given in words”15. He
even goes to the extent of proclaiming that “By the critic of
poetry I understand the complete reader: the ideal critic is
the ideal reader”16.

This reminds us of the Indian concept of sahÅdaya. The
word ‘sahÅdaya’ etymologically means ‘one of a kindred
heart’ or ‘one with the heart’. In either case, the emphasis is
on the heart, not on the mind. The concept of sahÅdaya is
further elaborated by Abhinavagupta when he states that
“sahÅdayas are those whose mirrors of the minds are cleansed
of all impurities by their constant study of literature, and who
are thus capable of identifying themselves with whatever is
described in a literary work”17. The two qualities which are
stressed here are the capacity for identification
(tanmay»bh¹van¹) and freedom from mental impurities. In
fact, the purity of mind is the pre-condition of identification.
And the mind cannot be pure unless it is emancipated from
the hold of pre-conceived notions and ideas. A text has to be
approached with an open and receptive mind. It is only in
such a mind, which resembles a clear mirror, that the full
meaning of the text is reflected.

But this does not imply that the study of Indian poetics
is useless. It is an independent discipline (¶¹stra), and offers
valuable information about the ways a literary text is
constituted. It deserves more attention than structuralist or
post-structuarlist theories which are not directly concerned
with literature. But Indian literary theories, like all other
theories, should be studied for clarity of understanding, not
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as ready-made canons of literary criticism. It should not be
forgotten that literary theories are dependent on literature,
not vice versa. To judge a literary work in terms of a theory is
therefore nothing but a Procrustean exercise18.

As I have said earlier, literature cannot be bounded by
any theory. Like the charm of a youthful maiden19, a literary
work is more than the sum total of its constituents. In fact,
every work of literature, like a living organism, is unique,
and demands an individual response. To enter into the spirit
of a literary text, the critic will have to be a sahÅdaya or he
should, according to R¹ja¶ekhara (K¹vyam»ma‚s¹, chap. IV),
possess the bh¹vayitr» pratibh¹ (the intuitive power to grasp
and unveil the poet’s meaning). In either case, mere learning
is of no account20. Hence genuine critics are as rare as genuine
poets.

Work Cited :

1See Absent Authority: Issues in Contemporary Indian
English Criticism. New Delhi: Sterling Publishers, 1992. pp.
189-90.

2See for details, Gupteshwar Prasad, I.A. Richards and
Indian Theory of Rasa, New Delhi: Sarup and Sons, 2007.

3what is Art?, tr. Richard Pevear and L. Volokhensky.
Penguin Books, 1995. p. 40.

4See for details, Krisha Rayan,Suggestion and Statement
in Poetry. London: The Athlone Press, 1972.

5In his Dhvany¹loka (III.42) Anandavardhana
compares the poet with the creator (praj¹pati): “In the



9

boundless realm of poetry, the poet alone is the creator, as it
pleaseth him, so doth this world revolve”(K. Krishnamoorthy)

6 See Bharata, N¹tya¶¹stra, VI.10.

7 Even such an astute critic as F.R. Leavis could err in
this matter. In his Revaluation (pp. 171-72) he criticizes the
use of imagery in the second stanza of Shelley’s “Ode to the
West Wind” on the ground of propriety, but his charges are
convincingly rebutted by Desmond King-Hele in Shelley: His
Thought and Work  (pp. 215-16).

8 See M.S. Kushwaha, “The Validity and Scope of Rasa
as a Critical Concept”,East-West Poetics at Work, ed. C.D.
Narasimhaiah (New Delhi: Sahitya Akademi, 1994), pp. 77-
87.

9 S.C. Sengupta, “Hamlet  in the Light of Indian Poetics”,
Indian Poetics and Western Thought, ed. M.S. Kushwaha
(Lucknow, Argo Publishing House, 1988), p. 248.

10 Madhusudan Pati, “Things Fall Apart: An Enquiry into
Rasa-configuration”, East-West Poetics at Work, ed. C.D.
Narasimhaiah (New Delhi: Sahitya Akademi, 1994), p. 210.

11 Rasa Theory and Allied Problems (Baroda: M.S.
University, 1984), p.64.

12 See C. Rajendran, “Vakrokti  as Poetic Art: A Study in
Shakespeare’sMacbeth“, Indian Poetics and Modern Texts,
eds. P.K. Rajan and Swapna Daniel (New Delhi: S.Chand and
Company, 1998), p. 149.

13 See Cleanth Brooks, The Well Wrought Urn (London:
Metheun, 1960), chap. II (“The Naked Babe and the Cloak

Some Reflections on the Application of Indian...



10 Vedic Path

of the Manliness“). Brooks concentrates only on the second
half of the passage, beginning with “And pity, like a naked
new born babe”.

14 Namwar Singh, “¸nandavardhana Reading the Mah¹-
bharata“,East West Poetics at Work, p. 167.

15The Common Pursuit (Penguin Books, 1952), pp. 212-
13.

16 Ibid, p. 212.

17Dhvany¹loka-Locana, I. 1.

18 After completing the paper I came across a statement
by Sir W.Temple (Of Poetry) which reinforces my viewpoint.
He says: “The truth is, there is something in the genius of
poetry too libertine to be confined to so many rules; and
whoever goes about to subject it to such constraints loses
both its spirit and grace, which are ever native, and never
learnt, even of the best masters”. Cited, An Anthology of
Critical Statements, ed. Amaranatha Jha (Allahabad: The
Indian Press, 1931), p.48

19 I have borrowed this analogy from ¹nandavardhana
(Dhvany¹loka, I. 4) who has used it to characterize his
concept of dhvani.

20 ¹nandavardhana (Dhvany¹loka, I. 7) makes a similar
statement about dhvani: “It cannot be understood merely by
the knowledge of word-meaning and grammatical rules. It is
understood only by those who have an insight into the true
import of poetry”.


