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Abstract 

Nāṭyaśāstra written by Bharat Muni is the base text of Indian performance traditions. Dance, 

drama and music in India are rooted in nāṭyaśāstra. This paper attempts to thread a whole 

history of the evolution of nritya (dance), from the time of its origin to its current established 

form. Through this paper, we understand the nāṭyaśāstra as a live tradition rather than just a 

canonical text. We also get to know the various changes and influences from outside that shaped 

the nāṭyasātra. Through a cultural-anthropological framework, this paper tries to delve on how 

religion, regions and society played a cumulative role in forming the aesthetic, spiritual and 

social connotations of performance in different eras. It also brings to light that how during the 

influences of political and social polarisation, dance has been a singular cultural identity. 

Therefore, NATYASHASTRA has been the living text that has and keeps on acting on the 

artistic consciousness, social integrity, and spiritual sensitivity of India’s dynamic heritage. 

Keywords: Nāṭyaśāstra, nritya, cultural anthropology, Indian performing arts, Bharata Muni, 

history of dance, society, art 

 

Introduction 

The Natyashastra, attributed to sage Bharat Muni, functions in Indian cultural history as both 

a technical manual of the performing arts and a dense repository of social, religious, and 

ethnical thought. Traditionally dated between 200 BCE and 200 CE, the treatise longevity and 

centrality derive from more than antiquity; it constructs a performative epistemology through 

which communities articulate moral value, cosmology, and social order (Vatsyayan, 1977). 

Scholars who study the Natyashastra have often emphasized its descriptive breadth-its 

seventeen-to-thirty-six-chapter divisions cover everything from stage architecture to the 

codified gesture (mudra) and the emotive matrix (rasa and bhava) of performance. Yet the more 

compelling question for anthropological inquiry is analytic rather than merely descriptive: how 
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did the Natyashastra’s aesthetic principles operate as social technology? How did they 

condition practices of authority, gendering, ritual, and cross-cultural exchange over time? 

This paper advances the argument that the Natyashastra should be approached not simply as 

an ancient manual, but as a durable cultural logic- a system of categories and practices that 

facilitated social cohesion, mediated hierarchies, and created spaces for negotiation and 

transformation. The text’s formulations of abhinaya, rasa, and theatrical architecture were tools 

for building shared affective experiences and were therefore instrumental in collective identity 

formation. The central affective experience and were therefore instrumental in collective 

identity formation. The central thesis is that Natya (performance) under the rubric of Bharata’s 

treatise has been both conservative – conserving ritual and cosmological meanings-and 

generative-enabling stylistic innovations, syncretism, and social critique across epochs. The 

Natyashastra’s durability lies in its capacity to translate shifting political economies, religious 

sensibilities, and technological media into performative grammar, thereby perpetually 

renewing its cultural identity. 

To rigorously test this, claim the paper synthesizes philosophical readings, historical 

contextualization’s, and anthropological frameworks. It traces the treatise’s logic from its 

compositional environment through successive phases of cultural intermingling (including 

regionalization, encounters with Hellenistic and Persian aesthetics, medieval Islamic 

patronage, and colonial modernities.) Concurrently, the paper examines gendered and caste 

entanglements implicit in performative praxis, and how devotional movements such as bhakti 

reformed the ritual-aesthetic contract. The study concludes by examining contemporary 

transformations-globalization, digital meditation, and pedagogical institutionalization-to show 

hoe the Natyashastra categories remain both active and contested in modern life. Throughout, 

the analysis emphasizes casual threads rather than the enumeration of historical facts, seeking 

to show how particular features of the treatise shaped social outcomes and how social 

conditions in turn reconfigured the treatise’s authority. 

Theoretical Framework: Art, Society and the Idea of Rasa 

The Natyashastra’s most analytically potent contribution is its theory of RASA- the distillation 

of emotive states into communal aesthetic experience. Bharat’s formulation posits that 

performances covert private affect (bhava) into a publicized, purified sensation (rasa) in the 

watching community; this process creates not only aesthetic pleasure but also moral and 

psychic transformation (Singh, 2023). For anthropologists and cultural theorists, rasa is useful 
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because it collapses the divided between individual psychology and social affect: it shows how 

communities deliberate on moral emotions though staged exemplars. 

To anchor analysis, this paper draws on three interrelated lenses: 

A) Performance as ritual and social pedagogy- the Natyashastra frames theatre as an 

enactment akin to yajna(sacrifice), aligning the stage with sacred spaces where 

collective values are ritually enacted and reinforced. This conceptualization resonates 

with Victor Turner’s ideas about ritual as a site of social drama and communitas 

(Turner, 1982). If rituals tech participants normative templates for action, the Natya 

performs a similar pedagogic function embodied representation. In this perspective, 

performers become both conveyors of doctrine and mediators of social empathy 

(Vatsyayan, 1977) 

B) Embodiment and knowledge production- Bharata’s attention to the body-its karanas, 

angaharas, and mudras-suggests a view of knowledge, a living text that conveys 

histories, cosmology, and ethical dispositions. This approach reframes textual 

authority, making the body into a site of hermeneutics where interpretive communities 

read and transmit meanings (Bhargav & Restifo, 2024, 2019). 

C) Cultural semiotics and translation- the Natyashastra interposes a semiotic code that 

enabled cross-cultural translation. The categories of rasa and dramaturgical structure 

provide a common vocabulary that could be mapped onto different regional and later 

foreign performance idioms. Using semiotics of performance, scholars such as Banerji 

(2021) and Chitaliya (2024) have argued that the treatise functioned as an idiom of 

integration, enabling local forms to assimilate certain universalized techniques 

without losing their regional specificities.  

These frameworks together allow for ana analytical reading that locates the Natyashastra at the 

intersection of text, body, and social life. Rather than treating its prescriptions as static 

commandments, the analysis interprets them as adaptive schemata that actors-performers, 

patrons, priests, and colonial officials- could reapply to new contexts, thus explain both 

persistence and variation. 

Bharata’s most penetrating insight is the theory of Rasa, literally” essence” of “flavour”. Rasa 

converts individual emotion, into a shared affect; it explains hoe spectators experience joy or 

pathos not as private feelings but as a collective catharsis. In sociological terms, rasa transforms 

subjective emotion into social emotion, producing what (Turner, 1982) would call communitas. 
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The performer’s disciplined embodiment of emotion becomes an act of public pedagogy: 

audiences learn ethical balance through aesthetic pleasure (Singh, 2023) 

Aesthetic Philosophy and Indian Psychology: Rasa as Cognitive Emotion 

To deepen the analytical frame, rasa may also be read through modern psychology and 

neuroscience of emotion. Bharata’s notion of transforming raw affect into contemplative joy 

anticipates the idea of emotional regulation and empathic cognition. The performer’s training 

cultivates what psychologist call “theory of mind”- that capacity to model another’s inner state. 

In Natya, this modelling becomes collective- an entire audience synchronizes feeling. 

Cognitive theorists describe this as an entertainment: bodies align their rhythms through shared 

stimuli. The Natyashastra prescribes musical tempo (tala) and meter (chhanda) precisely to 

engineer such entertainment. The resulting group emotion-joy, fear, compassion-is social 

coherence embodied (Restifo, 2019). 

The classical commentator Abhinav Gupta extended Bharat’s concept by identifying Rasa with 

aesthetic bliss, linking it to Upanishadic idea of consciousness. Modern affect theory mirrors 

this by describing art as safe simulation: audiences experience intense emotion without real-

world risk, enabling catharsis and moral reflection. In this sense, Bharata prefigured both 

Aristotle’s catharsis and contemporary emotional neuroscience. 

Comparing rasa to global aesthetic theories highlights its sophistication. Aristotle’s POETICS 

focuses on pity and fear leading to purification; Bharata enumerates eight (later nine) rasa 

covering the entire emotional spectrum. Where Aristotle treats drama as representation, 

Bharata sees it as transformation-of emotion into knowledge. The process of sadharanikarana 

is cognitive empathy.  

Understanding rasa as cognitive emotion thus bridges ancient philosophy and modern science.it 

affirms that art is not ornament but instrument-an evolved human mechanism for social 

learning. This theoretical expansion will inform subsequent historical analysis, showing how 

rulers, saints and reformers used aesthetic emotion to teach moral order and forge political or 

communal bonds. 

Historical Evolution and Cultural Intermingling 

To understand the Natyashastra’s historical vitality, it is necessary to reconstruct the modes of 

transmission and moments of cultural encounter that shaped its reception and adaptation. 
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Rather than a singular composition, the treatise most plausibly represents a sedimentation of 

performance knowledge over the centuries: ritual chants, temple ceremonies, courtly 

entertainments, and itinerant storyteller practices contributed to its formation. (Singh, 2023). 

This composite origin explains the treatise’s inclusion of both highly codified components (108 

karanas) and attention to regional ‘desiya’ forms. 

A) Regionalization and localization:  Bharata’s distinction between marga and desiya 

forms illustrates early recognition that a pan-Indian aesthetic required careful 

negotiation with local practices. Chaptered references to different dialects and regional 

movements indicate how the text prefigured a plural cultural polity in which pan- Indian 

principles could be localized. The preservation of regional idioms within the Natay 

grammar allowed local communities to maintain distinctive expressive repertoires 

while aligning with a shared aesthetic vocabulary. (Parekh, 2025) 

B) Classical and courtly syntheses: the treatise’s codification of stagecraft and 

dramaturgy coincided with the material patronage of courts and temples during the 

early classical periods (Mauryan-Gupta-Later Guptas and other regional courts). Royal 

courts encouraged standardization, as courtly spectacles demanded technical excellence 

and moral edification. The codified forms provided a shared reference for patrons and 

performers, enabling the cultural transmission of styles such as the classical dance 

vocabularies that evolved into contemporary Bharatnatyam and Odissi . (Vatsyayan, 

1977) (Banerji, 2021) 

C) Encounters with foreign aesthetics: early encounters with Hellenistic and later 

Persianate forms- due to trade and conquest-introduced new visual grammars and 

musical modes. Evidence from Gandhara scripture, coin iconography, and stylistic 

exchanges indicate that elements of Hellenistic naturalism and Persian courtly taste 

diffused into local representation systems; these encounters did not erase indigenous 

aesthetics but were absorbed, producing hybrid syntaxes of gesture, costume, and 

musical ornamentation. Kathak’s evolution from temple storytelling(katha) into a 

refined courtly performance under Mughal influence exemplifies such hybridity, where 

Persian poetic sensibilities and urbane etiquette transformed rhythm and presentation. 

(Agarwal, 2025) 

D) Religious reformulations: as Buddhism, Jainism, and later Bhakti movements ros to 

prominence, the performative repertoire expanded to serve new devotional and didactic 

purposes. Jain and Buddhist narrative traditions adapted Natya emphasis on moral 
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exemplarity for propagating ethical teachings. Bhakti, emphasized the emotional 

accessibility of devotion and repurposed rasa to generate widespread affective 

involvement across social strata (Agarwal, 2025) (Ghosh, 2022). Performances became 

channels of direct devotion, bypassing formal Vedic gatekeeping and enabling 

participation by communities traditionally excluded from Sanskritic rites. (Parekh, 

2025) 

These processes of localization, syncretism, and religious reorientation illustrate a model 

of cultural evolution in which the Natyashastra served as a flexible toolkit. It di not 

prescribe a single canonical style to be enforced across regions: rather, it provides 

discursive resources that actors selectively appropriated to mediate their political, ritual ad 

social agendas. 

Early Localization and Regionalism 

Even in the centuries after Bharat, the treatise’s categories were not uniformly applied. 

Dramatic traditions such as bhana, vithi, and prahasana appeared in prakrit and regional 

tongues, while music and dance incorporated tribal rhythms and gestures. The distinction 

Bharat drew between marga (the classical path) and desiya (local forms) acknowledged that 

artistic authority must engage plurality rather than suppress it. Archaeological and inscriptional 

evidence from Mathura, Sanchi and Amaravati reveals dancers and musicians depicted in 

regional garb, suggesting that performative practice already reflected India’s linguistic and 

cultural mosaic. (Vatsyayan, 1977) 

Gupta Classicism and Court Patronage 

The Gupta period (4th-6th centuries CE) consolidated what later came to be called “classical.” 

Sanskrit dramaturgy under Kalidas and Bhasa adapted Bharata’s principles to new poetic and 

courtly demands. Kings became cultural patrons, equating artistic excellence with imperial 

virtue. Temples and courts employed troupes whose performances reaffirmed royal dharma. 

The stage thus became an instrument of soft power; performances dramatized cosmic order 

mirrored in political hierarchy. Yet, as turner might observe, ritual drama always carries a 

limited potential: audiences could temporarily inhabit alternative moral worlds, learning 

empathy and ethical self-restraint. 
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Encounters with the Hellenistic and Persian Worlds 

Long before Islam, India’s north-west had interacted with Hellenistic art through routes and 

conquests. Gandhara sculpture’s naturalistic postures and draped costumes entered Indian 

iconography. Some art historians suggest that the karanas- codified bodily poses described in 

the Natyashastra – might reflect dialogue between Greek and Indian representational systems. 

(Restifo, 2019). Later, with the arrival of Central Asian and Persian influences through the 

Kushans, new instruments, ornamentation styles, and narrative motifs enriched Indian 

performance. Persian rhythmic cycles and poetic metres mingled with the Indian tala and 

chhanda, preparing the ground for later fusions under Islamic rule. 

Buddhist, Jain and Bhakti Transformation 

As Buddhism and Jainism expanded, Natya acquired didactic roles. Monastic educators used 

drama to convey moral parables, replacing divine invocation with ethical exempla. The 

subsequent bhakti movement (6th-15th centuries) redirected rasa from aesthetic delight to 

devotional ecstasy. Saints like Andal and Chaitanya performed divine love through song and 

dance, reinterpreting Bharata’s shringara as sacred longing (bhakti rasa). These performances 

democratized spirituality, inviting women and lower castes into participatory worship. 

(Agarwal, 2025). The emotional grammar of Bharata’s treatise proved capacious enough to 

accommodate this theological revolution. 

Cultural Synthesis and Transformation during the Islamic Period 

The arrival and the consolidation of the Muslim rule from the 12th century onward marked a 

profound reorganization of India’s cultural landscape. Yet contrary to older nationalist 

narratives of rupture, the interaction between Indic and Islamic aesthetics generated new hybrid 

forms. The Natyashastra’s concepts did not vanish; they underwent translation into Indo-

Persian idioms, ensuring both continuity and reinvention. 

Early encounter: the Delhi sultanate 

during the Delhi Sultanate (13th -15th century), the establishment of new courts in Delhi, 

Jaunpur, and Bengal brought Persian literary and musical traditions such as maqam, ghazal and 

qawwali. Orthodox theologians sometimes viewed dance with suspicion, but Sufi mystics 

embraced it as a vehicle for divine ecstasy. The Sama gatherings of the Chishti order, especially 

those at Nizamuddin Auliya’s khanqah, created a parallel performative culture that, while, 

doctrinally distinct, resonated with the Natyashastra’s emphasis on affective transformation. 
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The rhythm-emotion correlation central to Bharat’s rasa theory found echoes in Sufi metaphors 

of spiritual intoxication (wajd).  

Simultaneously, local Hindu kingdoms under Sultanate suzerainty continued temple-based 

performances. Regional courts in Vijaynagara, Odisha, and Kerala sustained ritual dances like 

Kuchipudi, Mohiniyattam and Chhau. Rather than a binary opposition between “Islamic” and 

“Hindu” arts, we find a spectrum of coexistence and adaptation. Temple dancers performed for 

festivals that also attracted Muslim patrons; artisans collaborated on stage architecture and 

costume design, producing subtle syncretism. 

Mughal syncretism and aesthetic fusion 

The Mughal era intensified cross-cultural synthesis. Akbar’s court guided by his principle of 

SULH-I-KUL (universal tolerance), patronized music, painting, and storytelling that wove 

Persian, Central Asian, and Indian motifs. The Natyashastra’s categories reappeared implicitly 

in treatises like AIN-I-AKBARI, where Abul Fazl described the arts as instruments of moral 

harmony. Mughal ateliers employed painters who illustrated dance postures reminiscent of 

karanas, suggesting that visual arts internalized performative vocabulary.  

Kathak’s transformation during this period epitomizes intercultural dialogue. Originally 

derived from temple storytellers(kathakars), it absorbed Persian courtly manners, embroidered 

costumes, and intricate rhythmic patterns of table. The emphasis on delicate footwork and 

subtle expression aligned with Mughal aesthetics of refinement (nazakat). Yet beneath the 

veneer of courtly etiquette, rasa theory still structured performance: shirngar became sensual 

grace, vira transformed into dignified masculinity, and bhakti persisted through devotional 

compositions for krishna performed even in imperial courts. (Banerji, 2021) 

Music, language, and the Indo-Persian imaginary 

The Indo-Islamic synthesis also birthed new musical and linguistic traditions that indirectly 

carried Natyashastra’s sensibility. Hindustani classical music’s raga-tala system evolved from 

ancient marga principles filtered through Persian melodic logic. The shared vocabulary of 

emotion- hijr (separation), visal (union), ishq (love) – mirrored Bharata’s emotional rasas. 

Dramatic storytelling in Urdu, such as nautanki and marsiya performances, used rhythmic 

dialogue and gesture to evoke communal affect, a social rasa attuned to new audiences. 
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Gender, morality, and patronage 

the shifting patronage structures under Muslim rulers also reconfigured gender roles in 

performance. Courtesans (tawaifs) became the custodians of classical music and dance, 

commanding respect in cultural terms even as patriarchal morality marginalized them socially. 

Their salons preserved repertoires of Thumri and Gazal that continued the emotive lineage of 

shringar rasa. In contrast, temple based, devadasis saw diminishing royal support. Yet both 

traditions shared focus on aesthetic devotion and embodied artistry. Feminist historians argue 

that these women mediated between Sanskritic and Persianate worlds, translating affect across 

linguistic and cultural divides. (Ghosh, 2022) 

Resistance and continuity in the South  

While northern India underwent Islamization, southern polities like Vijayanagara cultivated 

Sanskritic revival. The temple of Nataraja at Chidambaram continued to stage ritual dance 

aligned with Bharata’s text, and royal edicts refer to Nritta and Abhinaya by their classical 

names. Southern resilience provided reservoirs of continuity later tapped by nationalist 

revivalists. The coexistence of Mughal cosmopolitanism and Dravidian orthodoxy underscores 

that Natya’s framework endured not by isolation but by adaptive coexistence. 

Sufi-Bhakti coexistence: A shared emotional grammar 

Perhaps the most profound exchange of the period was spiritual rather than political. Bhakti 

saints and Sufi mystics shared an emotional vocabulary of love, longing, and surrender. 

Performances in both traditions sought transcendence through aesthetic absorption. The rasa of 

divine union paralleled the Sufi state of fana (self-annihilation in God). Shared festivals, 

vernacular poetry, and music facilitated interreligious empathy. In anthropological terms, these 

devotional performances produced what Victor Turner called “communitas”-temporary 

communities of feeling that transcended hierarchy. 

Through these centuries, the Natyashastra’s influence persisted not through literal citation but 

through diffusion of its logic: the belief that disciplined aesthetic experience can elevate moral 

and spiritual consciousness. The Islamic period, often misinterpreted as rupture, was in fact a 

laboratory of translation where Natya’s grammar encountered new semiotic worlds and merger 

transformed. 
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Gender, Caste and Power: The Politics of Performance 

Exploring the social dynamics of performance reveals how the Natyashastra’s utopian 

inclusivity encountered entrenched hierarchical structures. While the text’s mythic claim of 

universal access is rhetorically significant-portraying Natya as a democratizing medium-

historical praxis shows complexities in access, pedagogy, and recognition. 

A) Custodianship and marginalization: the historical custodians of many classical forms 

were hereditary communities- the devadasis in the south, the mahari in Odisha, and 

various other hereditary performers attached to temples. These women performed 

ritualized dances that combined piety and high technical skill. Despite their ritual status, 

they frequently occupied precarious social positions because ritual authority (textual 

exegesis, temple administration) remained male dominated and caste stratified. 

(Bhargav, 2024) (Banerji, 2021). Male nattuvanars or gurus-often brahmin or upper 

caste men- assumed pedagogical privilege and sequestered textual authority reinforcing 

asymmetric relations between practice and interpretation. 

B) Colonial displacements and moralization:  the colonial era intensified the 

marginalization of hereditary performers. Reformists discourses that condemned 

dancing conflated morality with Victorian propriety, leading to legislations and social 

stigma that disrupted centuries old-patronage and training networks. This 

delegitimization had immediate material effects: the dislocation of hereditary dancers 

from temple-based incomes and ritual roles precipitated loss of access to apprenticeship 

systems, thereby eroding embodied lineages of practice. (Ghosh, 2022) . 

Simultaneously, elite revivalists appropriated classical vocabularies and enabled a 

sanitized, proscenium-oriented aesthetic that fit nationalist narratives while excluding 

the custodian communities that had sustained these forms across generations. (Banerji, 

2021)  (Kumar, 2011) 

C) Gendered rearticulations and feminist critique: The Natyashastra itself contains 

gender typologies (e.g., nayaka-nayika classifications) that can read as normative 

descriptions of ideal male and female component within narratives. Feminist scholars 

have scrutinized these typologies, arguing that the framework both encodes patriarchal 

models and provides discursive materials for resistance. Contemporary choreographers 

and scholars reclaim elements of the classical vocabulary to reframe female 

subjectivity: rather than reproducing passive archetypes, modern reinterpretations 

depict feminine agency, political voice, and spiritual autonomy. (Restifo, 2019) 
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(Bhargav, 2024). In doing so, they demonstrate the treatise’s capacity for re-

articulation: its categories can be repurposed to critique, not sanction, hierarchical 

gender norms. 

D)   Caste, symbolic capital, and institutionalization: the postcolonial 

institutionalization of classical dance forms within academies and state cultural 

institutions reproduced caste-based distinctions. As training moved into formal 

classrooms and curriculums, the control of symbolic capital shifted to those with 

educational and economic access- often upper caste middle classes. While 

institutionalization gave classical arts public legitimacy and wider audiences, it also 

formalized exclusions by privileging certain lineages, canonized repertoires, and 

standardized aesthetics. (Banerji, 2021) Contemporary Dalit and subaltern performance 

movements challenge these exclusions by bringing suppressed narratives onto the stage 

reclaiming performative spaces as sites for allyship and political critique.  

E) Performance as subversion: At the same time, popular and folk theatre forms-

tamasha, bhavai, nacha- have historically used satire and exaggeration to critique elites, 

colonial administration, and moral hypocrisy. These forms provide valuable 

counterpoints to elite classical practice, showing how performance has long been a 

resource for political commentary and social resistance. This duality- where classical 

forms both sustain hierarchy and supply language for subversion- underscores the 

Natyashastra’s ambivalent social role: it is simultaneously conservative and potentially 

emancipatory depending upon who wield its idiom. 

Devotion, Ritual and the Spiritual Aesthetic 

The Natyashastra’s framing of theatrical activity as sacral function has profound implications 

for the anthropological meaning of performance. When performance is conceptualized as ritual 

offering, its aesthetic function becomes indistinguishable from religious efficacy.  

A. The scared dramaturgy: Bharata’s invocation of deities and the text’s 

insistence on the ethical reorientation of the audience (toward dharma) indicate 

that performance aimed at cultivating not mere entertainment but moral and 

spiritual balance. The dancer’s role extends beyond spectacle to embody 

cosmological principles; choreography, meter(tala), and melodic frame(raga) 

combine to create a n integrative experience that resonates with ritual structures. 

(Vatsyayan, 1977). 
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B. Bhakti and democratization of devotion: the medieval rise of bhakti 

intensified the affective dimension of performance. Bhakti poets and saint- 

performers (male and female) used song, dramatic enactment, and embodied 

devotion to make divine experience accessible beyond temple hierarchies. 

Performances enacted narratives of intimate divine-human relationships, and 

their affective immediacy invited wide participation across caste and gender 

lines. Bhakti’s stress on devotion as direct, loving relation with the deity 

reoriented rasa toward devotional ecstasy-bhakti rasa- producing communal 

experiences that circumvented priestly mediation. (Agarwal, 2025) (Parekh, 

2025) 

C. Temple choreography and cosmology: Architectural and sculptural evidence- 

the carved karanas at Chidambaram and Konark- exemplify how dance was 

integrated into temple cosmology. The dancer’s movement mirrors cosmic 

cycles: birth, preservation, dissolution. When the dancer embodies the role of 

the divine dancer (e.g., Nataraj’s cosmic movement), the performance becomes 

symbolic enactment of metaphysical truth. Consequently, performance does not 

merely represent religious stories; it enacts ontological claims about the nature 

of reality and the role of humans within cosmic order. (Bhargav, 2024) 

D. Ritual continuity and popular religiosity: Temple festivals and community 

theatre preserved ritual performance through cycles of enactment. These 

recurrent performances consolidated communal memory and encoded moral 

lessons. The synchronous participation of audience and performer in these 

rituals created a social space where participants rehearsed collective values and 

cosmologies, thus reinforcing social cohesion (Restifo, 2019). This ritual 

continuity, explains why, even after disruptions in patronage and political 

regimes, performative forms persisted- they were not simply entertainment but 

mechanisms of cultural reproduction.   

Colonial and Postcolonial Reconfigurations  

The colonial encounter with the British modernity instigated discursive, material, and 

institutional changes in the production and perception of Indian performance traditions. The 

intersection of colonial governance, missionary morality, and emergent nationalist discourse 

generated a complex matrix in which Natyashastra was alternately denigrated as superstition, 

excavated as cultural treasure, and instrumentalized for national identity construction. 
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A. Orientalism and scholarly recovery: colonial scholarship’s interest in Sanskritic texts 

prompted the translation and documentation of Natyashastra. While this contributed to 

the treatise’s textual preservation, it also froze living practices into textual categories 

that were the interpreted through western philosophical paradigms. This intellectual 

expropriation simultaneously preserved and decontextualized the treatise, transforming 

fluid oral- ritual traditions into codified historical objects amenable to museumification 

and pedagogy. (Ghosh, 2022) 

B. Moral reform and devadasi question: the moral reform campaigns targeting 

devadasis served both paternalistic colonial agendas and evolving nationalist social 

reform movements. While the colonial critique often framed devadasis practices as 

exploitative, the legislation and social ostracism that followed ignored the socio-

religious contexts that had given those roles meaning and livelihood. The resulting 

dislocation of performers severed apprenticeship and ritual transmission lines, 

accelerating the decline of certain embodied repertoires. (Kumar, 2011) (Ghosh, 2022) 

C. Revivalism and cultural nationalism: In reaction to colonial denigration, Indian 

reformers and cultural nationalists sought to recover and reassert classical forms as 

symbols of civilizational pride. Institutions such as Kalakshetra codified movement 

vocabularies, standardized pedagogy, and reframed certain dance forms as refined, 

respectable, and integral to a modern national culture. These projects, while successful 

in popularizing classical dance, also engaged in sanitization processes: erotic, ritual, 

and custodial dimensions of performance were excised or muted in order to align with 

nationalist conceptions of respectability. (Banerji, 2021) 

D. Postcolonial institutionalization and critique: The post- independence state’s cultural 

policies further institutionalized performance forms through academies, funding, and 

curricula, shaping the repertoire of public culture. Contemporary critical scholarship 

interrogates this institutionalization for its exclusionary tendencies, arguing for 

restitution of marginalized performers’ histories and for pedagogical pluralism that 

acknowledges lived lineages as well as written canons (Banerji, 2021) (Restifo, 

2019).this corrective trend emphasizes the need to read the Natyashastra not as a 

monolithic scripture but as one voice among many in a plural performance ecology. 

E. Orientalist scholarship and textualization of tradition: Early orientalists like 

William Jones and later Abhinav Gupta’s modern interpreters translated portions of the 

Natyashastra, admiring its philosophical sophistication yet treating it as an artefact of a 

bygone era. This textualization detached performance from its living communities. The 
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Natyashastra became a philological curiosity rather than a practical manual. 

Nevertheless, the availability of translations allowed Indian reformers to reclaim it as 

proof of an ancient scientific aesthetic, countering colonial narratives of barbarism 

(Ghosh, 2022).  

F. Nationalist revival and the politics of respectability: Cultural nationalists reframed 

classical dance as the soul of the nation. Institutions like Kalakshetra, Bharatiya kala 

Kendra, and the Sangeet Natak Akademi standardized curricula, costuming, and 

stagecraft. In these new spaces, the Natyashastra was invoke das scriptural validation 

for purity of form. Tah spiritual aura of rasa was retained, but its ritual eroticism was 

subdued to align with modern middle-class sensibilities. (Banerji, 2021) 

This period also witnessed the codification of regional forms into the canonical “eight classical 

dances.” The very act of canon formation, however, marginalized numerous folk and syncretic 

practices that did not fit the Sanskritic model. The Natyashastra thus served both as a resource 

and as instrument of exclusion- its prestige used to define what counted as authentic culture.  

Contemporary Resonance: Globalization, Digital Media and Reinterpretation 

Contemporary transformations of performance practice demonstrate the Natyashastra’s 

ongoing conceptual relevance. Globalization, digital technologies, and interdisciplinary arts 

practices have expanded the contexts in which Natya operates and sparked new debates about 

authenticity, appropriation, and innovation.  

A. Digital mediation and virtual rasa: The emergence of online platforms and virtual 

staging has democratized access to training and performances while altering the 

phenomenology of spectatorship, initiatives like VR-based rasa projects and remote 

workshops create new forms of mediated empathy, enabling global audiences to 

experience Indian aesthetic logics. However, the screen- mediated encounter lacks the 

tactile immediacy of live performative communion; thus the translation of rasa into 

digital environments requires careful aesthetics and ethical calibration to preserve 

affective depth. (Bhargav, 2024) (Restifo, 2019). 

B. Intercultural collaborations and soft power: Cross-cultural ensembles and 

residencies have led to dialogic encounters between Indian classical forms and global 

performance idioms. These projects often foreground rasa as a universal affective 

grammar that can facilitate intercultural empathy. India’s cultural diplomacy has 
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sometimes utilized such collaborations to project soft power, presenting Natya not only 

as heritage but as a resource for cross- border dialogue. (Parekh, 2025) (Singh, 2023). 

C. Pedagogy, therapy, and civic practice: The Natyashastra’s embodied techniques have 

also found applications beyond theatre: in education, therapy, and community 

development. Movement- based pedagogy informed by abhinaya and rasa theory 

cultivates emotional literacy in children, while movement therapies adapt aesthetics 

enactment to psychosocial healing. Such applications underscore the treatise’s 

continuing utility as a framework for cultivating empathy, social skills, and communal 

violence, (Restifo, 2019) 

D. Contestation and re-centring of marginalized voices: The contemporary scene 

includes vigorous movements to recover suppressed performative histories. Dalit, 

Adivasi and women artists are reasserting their narratives on stage, using the classical 

repertoire as a register for dissent and reclamation. By re-scripting canonical 

vocabularies, these performers contest institutionalized canons and demonstrate hoe the 

Natyashastra’s techniques can be retooled to speak against exclusion and historical 

injustice. (Banerji, 2021) 

Conclusion 

Revisiting the Natyashastra through an anthropological and historically attentive lens clarifies 

why the treatise remains analytically productive. Rather than a frozen manual, it is better 

understood as a living archive of techniques and categories that have been deployed, contested, 

and reimagined across time. Its conceptual apparatus- rasa, bhava, abhinaya and codified 

movement grammars- served as instruments for social pedagogy, ritual reproduction, and 

cultural negotiation. The treatise’s dual capacity for conservation and innovation allowed it to 

mediate diverse historical pressures: religious reform, foreign contact, courtly patronage, 

colonial intervention, and globalization. 

This paper’s core claim- that Natya under Bharata’s rubric functioned as technology of social 

integration and field for political contestation - is borne out by the treatise’s migration from 

temple ritual to courtly parlour to colonial curricula and to the digital stage. The Natyashastra’s 

enduring relevance arises from its aesthetic theory’s ability to codify emotion and transform 

private feeling into public ethical imagination. This capacity made performance an engine for 

social cohesion and a medium for critique. 
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For contemporary scholars and practitioners, the challenge is normative and practical.it 

involves preserving the richness of embodied lineages and opening institutional frameworks to 

formerly marginalized custodians, while also harnessing the treatise’s conceptual tools for 

inclusive cultural pedagogy in a plural, digitized public sphere. To understand the Natyashastra 

thus is to appreciate how performance is civilization in motion; a process through which 

communities rehearse- and occasionally reconfigure- their values, identities, and visions for 

the good life. 

Acknowledgement 

I would like to express my heartfelt gratitude to Dr. Deepali Khaire, Assistant Professor in the 

Department of Defence and Strategic Studies at Amity University, for her constant mentorship 

and academic guidance throughout the development of this paper. Her insightful feedback, 

patience, and encouragement were crucial in shaping the arguments and refining the analytical 

depth of this work. I remain deeply thankful for her support and the opportunity to learn under 

her supervision. 

 

References 

Agarwal, R. (2025). Kathak in the Bhakti movement: Devotional roots and modern practice. 

The Academic, 89(2), 45–63. Retrieved from https://theacademic.in/wp-

content/uploads/2025/05/89.pdf 

Arundale, R. D. (1958). Art and life: The spiritual vision of Bharatanatyam. Chennai: 

Kalakshetra Publications. 

Banerji, A. (2021). The Nāṭyaśāstra as archive for Indian classical dance. Dance Chronicle, 

44(3), 251–269. https://doi.org/10.1080/01472526.2021.1873562 

Bhargav, A. (2024). Rasa VR: Bridging Indian classical theatre and virtual reality. Boston, 

MA: Pardee School of Global Studies, Boston University. 

Bharata Muni. (n.d.). Nāṭyaśāstra (Nishi Natyashastra, Ed. & Trans., 2019). In Bharata Muni’s 

Nāṭyaśāstra: A comprehensive study. University of Lucknow. Retrieved from 

https://www.lkouniv.ac.in/site/writereaddata/siteContent/202004120632194475nishi_N

atyashastra.pdf 

Chitaliya, P. P. (2024). Relevance of Bharata Muni’s Nāṭyaśāstra in the digital era. Bodhi: An 

Interdisciplinary Journal, 14(1), 1–12. Retrieved from 

https://www.nepjol.info/index.php/BOHDI/article/view/76454 

Ghosh, S. (2022). Colonial modernity and the reinvention of Indian aesthetics. Indian Journal 

of Cultural Studies, 15(2), 101–120. 

Kumar, S. (2011). To throw stones at tradition. Narthaki. Retrieved from 

https://narthaki.com/info/articles/art307r.html 



Electronic Journal of Social and Strategic Studies                                             Volume 6 Special Issue VIII 
Date of publication: 30 Nov 2025                                                                                                         Nov 2025 
DOI: https://doi.org/10.47362/EJSSS.2025.6902 
 

45 
 

Parekh, P. (2025). Nāṭyaśāstra: A timeless influence on modern performance arts. The 

Pallikoodam. Retrieved from https://thepallikoodam.com/natya-shastra-a-timeless-

influence-on-modern-performance-arts/ 

Rameshwor Singh, M. (2023). Bharata Muni’s Nāṭyaśāstra: A comprehensive study. 

Wisdomlib. Retrieved from https://www.wisdomlib.org/hinduism/essay/gati-in-theory-

and-practice/d/doc1150323.html 

Restifo, D. (2019). Cultural memory and the anthropology of ritual performance. Asian Theatre 

Journal, 36(1), 87–105. 

Singh, R. (2025). Transcultural rasa: Aesthetic empathy in the Global South. Journal of 

Comparative Aesthetics, 12(4), 55–74. 

Srinivas, V. (2010). Creating modern drama with Nāṭyaśāstra. eSamskriti. Retrieved from 

https://www.esamskriti.com/e/Culture/Indian-Culture/Creating-Modern-Drama-with-

Natyashastra-1.aspx 

Turner, V. (1982). From ritual to theatre: The human seriousness of play. New York, NY: PAJ 

Publications. 

Vatsyayan, K. (1977). Classical Indian dance in literature and the arts. New Delhi: Sangeet 

Natak Akademi. 

Vatsyayan, K. (1996). The square and the circle of Indian arts. New Delhi: Abhinav 

Publications. 

 

 


