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1. INTRODUCTION:   

The exploration of aesthetic experience within Indian literary theory is profoundly encapsulated in the concept 

of Rasa1. It is central to Sanskrit poetics (Kāvyaśāstra2), Rasa embodies the essence of emotional and psychological 

engagement between the artwork and the appreciator. The foundational inquiry posed by Bharata Muni in his work, 

Nāṭyaśāstra, ‘अत्र हि रस इति कः?’ (Atra hi rasa iti kaḥ?)— “Here, what is Rasa?”—serves as the cornerstone for 

centuries of scholarly discourse on aesthetics and consciousness (Bharata Muni, VI.31). Despite extensive literature 

dedicated to elucidating this concept, Rasa remains a multifaceted and intricate phenomenon that intertwines emotional, 

cognitive, and spiritual dimensions. Bharata Muni defines Rasa as the synthesis of vibhāvas3 (stimulating factors), 

anubhāvas4 (expressive reactions), and vyabhicāri-bhāvas5 (transitory emotional states), asserting that Rasa emerges 

from their harmonious combination: 

विभािानुभािव्यभभचाररसंयोगाद्रसतनष्पवतः।  
(Vibhāvānubhāva-vyabhicāri-saṃyogād rasa-niṣpattiḥ)   

Rasa is produced from the combination of vibhāvas, anubhāvas, and vyabhicāri-bhāvas.   

— (Bharata Muni, Nāṭyaśāstra, 1950, VI.31) 

 
1 It literally means ‘juice’ or ‘essence,’. In Indian aesthetics it refers to the emotional essence or aesthetic flavour evoked by a work 

of art. It is the culmination of various elements in the artistic experience.  
2 The science or study of poetry and literature in Sanskrit poetics. It encompasses various theories and principles of literary 

composition and criticism. 
3 The determinants or stimuli that evoke a particular emotion in art. These can include characters, situations, or environments 

depicted in the work. 
4 The consequents or physical manifestations of an emotion, such as gestures, expressions, or actions that indicate the internal 

emotional state. 
5 Transitory or fleeting emotional states that support and enhance the dominant emotion (sthāyi-bhāva) in a work of art. 
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This definition underscores Rasa’s role as an emergent phenomenon shaped by diverse emotional and cognitive 

elements. Building upon Bharata Muni’s framework, Ānandavardhana, in his influential work Dhvanyāloka, introduces 

the concept of dhvani6 (resonance) as the soul of poetry. He contends that the true aesthetic potency of a literary work 

lies not in its explicit expression but in its ability to evoke meaning implicitly through resonance: 

काव्यस्य आत्मा ध्ितनः।   
(Kāvyasya ātmā dhvaniḥ)   

The soul of poetry is resonance.  

— (Ānandavardhana, Dhvanyāloka, I.1) 

 

Ānandavardhana’s dhvani theory posits that resonance engages the reader’s mind at a profound psychological level, 

facilitating a deeper emotional and cognitive connection with the text (Ingalls, 1968, p.45). This shift from direct 

expression to suggestive resonance highlights the subtlety inherent in Rasa’s psychological dimensions, emphasizing 

the active role of the sahṛdaya7 (sensitive appreciator) in co-creating the aesthetic experience. Abhinavagupta, a 

paramount philosopher and aesthete of the Kashmiri Shaivism tradition, offers a comprehensive commentary on both 

Bharata Muni and Ānandavardhana in his Abhinavabhāratī. He underscores the subjective nature of Rasa, arguing that 

it represents the personal experience of aesthetic relish: 

रसस्िादन ेहि अभभव्यक्तिरुत्कर्ष ंयाति।   
(Rasasvādane hi abhivyaktir utkarṣaṃ yāti)   

Indeed, in the tasting of Rasa, expression attains its utmost excellence. 

— (Abhinavagupta, Abhinavabhāratī on Nāṭyaśāstra, 1992, VI.31) 

 

Abhinavagupta introduces the concept of sādhāraṇīkaraṇa8 (universalization), wherein individual emotions are 

transformed into universal experiences, enabling the audience to transcend personal limitations and engage in a shared 

aesthetic joy (Masson and Patwardhan, 1970, p.102). This universalization aligns with Yogic principles, where the 

transformation of individual consciousness leads to a higher state of being. The intersection of Rasa theory with Yogic 

psychology is further elucidated through Patañjali’s Yoga Sūtras. Patañjali delineates various mental modifications 

(citta-vṛttis9) that influence perception and experience, identifying five states of mind: kṣipta (restless), mūḍha (dull), 

vikṣipta (distracted), ekāgra (focused), and niruddha (restrained) (Patañjali, 2012, p.15). The state of ekāgra, 

characterized by one-pointed concentration, is particularly relevant to Rasa, as it facilitates the mind’s full absorption in 

the aesthetic object, thereby enabling the emergence of Rasa. 

Bhaṭṭa Nāyaka, another eminent scholar in Sanskrit poetics, introduces the concept of bhāvanā10 (aesthetic 

contemplation) as the mechanism through which Rasa is actualized in the spectator's mind. He posits that through 

bhāvanā, latent emotional dispositions are activated, leading to the experiential realization of Rasa (Gnoli, 1968, p.67). 

This aligns with Yogic understandings of mental focus and transformation, suggesting that aesthetic engagement can 

transcend ordinary consciousness and lead to higher states of awareness. The contemporary scholarship continues to 

expand upon these classical foundations, integrating interdisciplinary perspectives that bridge traditional aesthetics with 

modern psychological and neuroscientific insights. K. C. Pandey, in his extensive work on Indian aesthetics, emphasizes 

that Rasa is an introspective process deeply rooted in the individual's consciousness and emotional makeup (Pandey, 

1956, p.22). Kapila Vatsyayan explores the neurophysiological correlates of aesthetic experience, proposing that the 

holistic engagement of mind and body in experiencing Rasa reflects intricate cognitive and emotional processes 

(Vatsyayan, 1968, p.88). Sheldon Pollock, in his examination of literary culture and emotion, highlights Rasa’s role in 

shaping social and cultural identities, illustrating its enduring relevance in contemporary contexts (Pollock, 2016, p.156). 

Scholars such as Raniero Gnoli (1968) and Edwin Gerow (1994) have drawn compelling connections between Rasa 

theory and modern psychological constructs. Gnoli, in The Aesthetic Experience According to Abhinavagupta, 

investigates how Abhinavagupta's integration of Rasa with consciousness anticipates contemporary theories of aesthetic 

 
6 Literally ‘sound’ or ‘resonance,’ in literary theory it refers to the power of suggestion in poetry, where meaning is conveyed 

implicitly rather than explicitly. 
7 A sensitive and cultivated spectator or reader who is capable of fully appreciating and experiencing rasa in a work of art. 
8 The process of universalization in aesthetic experience, where personal emotions are transcended and transformed into universal 

sentiments. 
9 Mental modifications or fluctuations of the mind, a concept from Yogic psychology that is applied to understand the psychological 

processes involved in aesthetic experience. 
10 Aesthetic contemplation or imaginative reconstruction, the process by which a spectator actively engages with and internalizes 

the emotional content of an artwork. 
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experience, emphasizing the cognitive and emotional engagement facilitated by Rasa (Gnoli, 1968, p.103). Gerow, 

through his analysis of Sanskrit literary theory, aligns Rasa with psychological states of empathy and emotional 

resonance, positing that Rasa enhances cognitive engagement with art by fostering deep emotional connections (Gerow, 

1994, p.74). 

Despite the extensive traditional and modern scholarship, Rasa remains a fertile ground for further exploration, 

particularly through interdisciplinary lenses. The integration of Yogic psychology with aesthetic theory offers a robust 

framework for understanding how aesthetic experiences can influence and transform the psyche. The contemporary 

approaches from psychology and neuroscience provide novel methodologies to examine the cognitive and emotional 

processes underlying the experience of Rasa. This interdisciplinary engagement not only validates ancient theories but 

also enhances their applicability in comprehending modern aesthetic experiences. 

 

2. THE CONCEPT OF RASA IN CLASSICAL LITERATURE: 

The concept of Rasa is not only foundational to Indian aesthetics but also serves as a critical lens through which classical 

literature can be analysed and understood. Rasa encapsulates the emotional and psychological experiences elicited by 

literary and performative arts, acting as the emotional core that engages the audience on a profound level (De, 1963, p. 

45). Bharata Muni’s Nāṭyaśāstra is the earliest and most authoritative text to systematically articulate the theory of Rasa. 

In Chapter VI, Bharata outlines the Rasa Sūtra, which delineates the process by which Rasa is realized within a dramatic 

performance: 

 

Vibhāvānubhāvavyabhicārisaṁyogād rasa-niṣpattiḥ. 

(Vibhāvānubhāva-vyabhicāri-saṃyogād rasa-niṣpattiḥ)   

 

(Rasa arises from the combination of determinants [vibhāva], consequents [anubhāva], and transitory 

emotional states [vyabhicāri-bhāva].)   

(Bharata Muni, 1967, p. VI.31). 

 

In this framework, vibhāvas are the foundational elements or stimuli that trigger emotions, such as the setting, characters, 

and plot. Anubhāvas refer to the emotional responses or expressions that arise from these stimuli, including gestures 

and facial expressions. Vyabhicāri-bhāvas are the transient emotional states that support and enhance the dominant 

emotion, known as the sthāyi-bhāva (permanent mood) (Bharata Muni, 1967, p. VI.31). Bharata identifies eight primary 

Rasas—Śṛṅgāra11 (erotic), Hāsya12 (comic), Raudra13 (furious), Karuṇa14 (pathetic), Bībhatsa15 (odious), Bhayānaka16 

(terrible), Vīra17 (heroic), and Adbhuta18 (marvelous)—each corresponding to specific emotional states that resonate 

universally with audiences (Masson & Patwardhan, 1970, p. 22). 

Ānandavardhana's Dhvanyāloka (ninth century CE) introduces a significant advancement in Rasa theory 

through the concept of dhvani (resonance). Ānandavardhana posits that the true aesthetic potency of a literary work lies 

not in its explicit expression but in its ability to evoke deeper meanings and emotions implicitly through nuanced 

language and imagery. He categorizes dhvani into three types: Vastu-dhvani (suggestion of ideas or themes), Alaṅkāra-

dhvani (suggestion of poetic figures or rhetorical devices), and Rasa-dhvani (suggestion of emotional states or 

sentiments). Among these, Rasa-dhvani is paramount as it directly relates to the aesthetic experience of Rasa, 

emphasizing the active role of the sahṛdaya (sensitive appreciator) in interpreting and internalizing the suggested 

emotions. Ānandavardhana's emphasis on suggestion aligns with modern cognitive theories that highlight the active 

participation of the reader or viewer in constructing meaning, thereby facilitating a more profound emotional and 

cognitive connection with the text (Ingalls et al., 1990, p. 45). 

Abhinavagupta's Abhinavabhāratī (tenth–eleventh century CE) provides a comprehensive commentary on both 

the Nāṭyaśāstra and Dhvanyāloka, further elaborating on the subjective dimensions of Rasa. He introduces the concept 

of sādhāraṇīkaraṇa (universalization), which transforms personal emotions depicted in art into universal experiences 

accessible to all appreciators. “The aesthetic enjoyment (rasa) is the savouring of one's consciousness, wherein the 

 
11 The rasa of love or the erotic sentiment, considered one of the primary emotional essences in Indian aesthetics. 
12 The rasa of humour or the comic sentiment. 
13 The rasa of fury or the wrathful sentiment. 
14 The rasa of pathos or the sentiment of compassion and sorrow. 
15 The rasa of disgust or the odious sentiment. 
16 The rasa of terror or the fearful sentiment. 
17 The rasa of heroism or the heroic sentiment. 
18 The rasa of wonder or the marvellous sentiment. 
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distinction between oneself and others dissolves. This process allows the audience to experience purified emotions, free 

from personal desires or aversions, leading to a heightened state of aesthetic bliss (ānanda)” (Masson & Patwardhan, 

1970, p. 102). Abhinavagupta's integration of Rasa with Kashmiri Shaivism philosophy introduces a metaphysical 

dimension, linking aesthetic experience with spiritual realization and emphasizing the transformative potential of Rasa 

(Gnoli, 1968, p. 103). 

Bhaṭṭa Nāyaka's Bhāvanādarśika (ninth century CE) further enriches Rasa theory by introducing the concept of 

bhāvanā (aesthetic contemplation or imaginative reconstruction). He critiques earlier theories for their insufficient 

explanation of how poetic content transforms into aesthetic experience. He says, “Through bhāvanā, the spectator 

engages in an imaginative reconstruction of the emotional states portrayed, thereby activating latent emotional 

dispositions and leading to the experiential enjoyment of Rasa.”(Bhaṭṭa Nāyaka, trans. Gerow, 1994, p. 74). Bhaṭṭa 

Nāyaka posits that through bhāvanā, the spectator actively reconstructs the emotional states depicted in the artwork, 

thereby internalizing and relishing the experience of Rasa (Gerow, 1994, p. 74). This process underscores the active 

participation of the audience in co-creating aesthetic meaning, highlighting the interplay between cognition and emotion 

in the realization of Rasa.  

The integration of Rasa theory with Yogic psychology, as articulated in Patañjali's Yoga Sūtras, provides a 

psychological dimension to the aesthetic experience. Patañjali identifies five states of mind (citta-bhūmi): kṣipta 

(restless), mūḍha (dull), vikṣipta (distracted), ekāgra (focused), and niruddha (restrained) (Patañjali, 2012, p. 15). The 

state of ekāgra, characterized by one-pointed concentration, is essential for deep aesthetic engagement, wherein the mind 

becomes fully absorbed in the aesthetic object, thereby facilitating the emergence of Rasa (Vatsyayan, 1968, p. 88). 

Abhinavagupta draws parallels between the aesthetic experience of Rasa and the meditative absorption achieved in 

Yoga, suggesting that both involve the calming of mental fluctuations (citta-vṛtti-nirodha) and the emergence of a 

heightened state of consciousness (Gnoli, 1968, p. 103). This synthesis underscores the psychological depth of Rasa 

theory, positing that aesthetic experience can serve as a conduit for spiritual insight and transformation.  

The classical Indian literary works exemplify the practical application of Rasa theory, demonstrating its efficacy 

in conveying complex emotional narratives. Kalidasa's plays, such as Shakuntala and Meghaduta, are often cited as 

paradigmatic examples of Rasa in action. In Shakuntala, the Śṛṅgāra Rasa is prominently featured, depicting the 

romantic and emotional union between the protagonists, which resonates deeply with the audience’s own experiences 

of love and longing (Kalidasa, 2005, p. 45). Similarly, in Meghaduta, the Karuṇa Rasa is central, conveying the sorrow 

and separation of the protagonist, thereby eliciting empathy and emotional engagement from the audience. The epic 

narratives such as the Mahabharata and the Ramayana intricately weave multiple Rasas throughout their expansive 

storytelling. The Mahabharata, with its complex characters and moral dilemmas, employs Vīra Rasa to highlight heroism 

and Raudra Rasa to depict wrath and conflict, creating a rich emotional tapestry that engages readers on multiple levels. 

The Ramayana, through the trials and tribulations of Rama, showcases Śṛṅgāra Rasa in his love for Sita and Bhayānaka 

Rasa in the depiction of Ravana's terror, thereby enhancing the narrative's emotional depth. These literary examples 

demonstrate the enduring efficacy of Rasa theory in conveying complex emotional narratives and fostering deep 

aesthetic appreciation. The integration of Rasa with bhāvas and dhvani, coupled with the psychological insights from 

Yogic philosophy, underscores the multifaceted nature of aesthetic experience in classical Indian literature.  

 

3. THE SUBJECTIVE NATURE OF RASA: 

The subjective nature of Rasa is fundamental to its conceptualization within classical Indian aesthetics, 

emphasizing that the aesthetic experience arises from the individual's internal emotional and psychological engagement 

with art. Unlike objective qualities inherent in a work of art, Rasa emerges through an internal process where the 

spectator's own emotions, thoughts, and psychological predispositions interact with the artistic expression to produce a 

unique aesthetic experience. According to M. Hiriyanna, Rasa is not an external phenomenon but an ‘experience realized 

within,’ highlighting that the aesthetic pleasure derived from art is rooted in the individual's inner consciousness 

(Hiriyanna, 1997, p.45). This internalization is facilitated by the process of sādhāraṇīkaraṇa (universalization), wherein 

personal emotions are transcended and transformed into universal sentiments, allowing the spectator to connect deeply 

with the emotions depicted in the artwork. The realization of Rasa involves a detachment from one's ego and an 

immersion into the universal emotional states presented by the art, making the experience inherently subjective yet 

universally accessible. The debate on whether Rasa is to be relished (āsvādya) or is the relish (āsvāda) itself further 

underscores its subjective nature. If Rasa were an external object of experience, it would be universally accessible, even 

to those without refined sensibilities. However, Rasa is uniquely experienced by the sahṛdaya—the sensitive 

appreciator—indicating that it is not an object of sensory perception but a realization within the mind (Bharata Muni, 

trans. Ghosh, 1951). The Nāṭyaśāstra explains that Rasa is not the quality of the external artwork but of the spectator's 
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consciousness, activated when latent emotions (sthāyibhāvas19) like love (rati) are aroused by artistic stimuli. 

Dhanañjaya illustrates this subjectivity through the analogy of children playing with clay toys. Although they know the 

toys are not real, they derive genuine enjoyment by engaging their imagination and emotions. Similarly, spectators enjoy 

their own emotions like courage (utsāha) when inspired by heroic characters in literature or performance (Dhanañjaya, 

trans. Miller, 2008). The enjoyment (svāda) refers to the internal relishing of one's emotions, reinforcing that Rasa is 

subjective. 

Abhinavagupta deepens the understanding of Rasa's subjectivity by asserting that Rasa is ‘an experience of 

blissful awareness that arises when the mind is free from personal desires and aversions’ (Abhinavagupta, trans. Gnoli, 

1956, p. 75). This state of pure aesthetic enjoyment is attainable when the spectator transcends their ego and merges 

with the universal emotions portrayed—a process inherently subjective and varying from person to person based on 

their ability to achieve such detachment. The variability of aesthetic responses among individuals encountering the same 

work further emphasizes the subjective nature of Rasa. The spectator's prior experiences, emotional depth, and cultural 

context significantly influence the kind of Rasa they experience, reinforcing the idea that Rasa is not an objective quality 

but a subjective realization within the individual. The psychological mechanism of Rasa involves the sublimation of 

personal emotions into a higher aesthetic experience. This sublimation requires the spectator to engage deeply with the 

artwork, allowing their emotional states to be transformed and elevated, a process deeply personal and subjective, relying 

on the individual's psychological readiness and openness to the aesthetic stimulus. The subjective nature of Rasa also 

aligns with modern psychological theories of aesthetic experience. Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi's concept of ‘flow’, where 

individuals experience deep immersion and enjoyment in an activity, parallels the immersive engagement required for 

Rasa realization. Both concepts emphasize the importance of the individual's internal state in achieving a heightened 

experience of enjoyment, further reinforcing the subjective nature of aesthetic appreciation (Csikszentmihalyi, 1990, p. 

74). Individuals may prioritize or resonate with different Rasas based on personal inclinations and emotional makeup. 

For instance, a person with a melancholic disposition may be more profoundly affected by the karuṇa rasa (pathos), 

while another with a penchant for heroism may resonate more with the vīra rasa (heroic). This individual preference 

underscores how personal inclinations shape the aesthetic experience, making Rasa a highly individualized 

phenomenon. This subjectivity enriches the aesthetic experience and highlights the profound connection between art 

and the individual's inner world, affirming that the true essence of art lies in its capacity to evoke personal emotional 

resonance and transformation. 

 

4. RASA AND YOGIC PSYCHOLOGY: 

The integration of Rasa theory with Yogic psychology offers profound insights into the psychological processes 

underpinning aesthetic experience in classical Indian thought. The Yoga Sūtras of Patañjali provide a foundational 

framework for understanding the modifications of the mind (citta-vṛttis), which are central to both yogic practice and 

the experience of Rasa. Patañjali identifies five states of mind (citta-bhūmis): kṣipta (restless), mūḍha (dull), vikṣipta 

(distracted), ekāgra (focused), and niruddha (restrained) (Patañjali, 2012, p. 15). The first three are common in daily 

life, while the latter two are achieved through disciplined yogic practice. 

The state of ekāgra20, characterized by one-pointed concentration, is particularly pertinent to the experience of 

Rasa. Abhinavagupta correlates this state with aesthetic experience, suggesting that during rasānubhava (the experience 

of Rasa), the mind attains a focused state akin to samprajñāta samādhi (cognitive absorption). He describes this as an 

experience of blissful consciousness (ānandamaya-saṃvit), wherein the mind relishes its purified emotional states 

(Abhinavagupta, trans. Gnoli, 1956, p. 75). This indicates that the aesthetic experience involves a meditative absorption, 

where the mind transcends ordinary fluctuations and achieves a heightened state of awareness. 

The Yoga Sūtras categorize samprajñāta samādhi into four types based on the object of concentration: vitarka 

(deliberation on gross objects), vicāra (reflection on subtle objects), ānanda (bliss), and asmitā (sense of pure being) 

(Patañjali, 2012, p. 44). The aesthetic experience aligns with ānandānugata samprajñāta samādhi, where the mind 

concentrates on the blissful essence of the self. Bhaṭṭa Nāyaka, as interpreted by Abhinavagupta, explains that during 

the aesthetic experience, the sattva quality of the mind becomes predominant, leading to a luminous and blissful state: 

 

Through the predominance of sattva, there is a luminous and blissful consciousness wherein the mind finds 

repose.   

(Abhinavagupta, trans. Gnoli, 1956, p. 82) 

 

 
19 The permanent or dominant emotional state that forms the basis of a particular rasa. 
20 One-pointed concentration, a state of mind characterized by intense focus, particularly relevant in both yogic practice and aesthetic 

experience. 
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This state is characterized by the suppression of rajas (passion) and tamas (inertia), allowing the mind to experience 

pure joy and tranquility. The dominance of sattva facilitates a clear and serene mental state, essential for the deep 

appreciation of aesthetic nuances. Kapila Vatsyayan observes that the aesthetic experience, akin to yogic meditation, 

involves the stilling of the mind's fluctuations (citta-vṛtti-nirodha), leading to an experience of unity and transcendence 

(Vatsyayan, 1968, p. 120). She notes that in both practices, the individual moves beyond personal desires and egoistic 

tendencies, accessing a universal consciousness that is at the core of both spiritual and aesthetic fulfilment. These parallel 

underscores the profound connection between Rasa and Yogic psychology, suggesting that the aesthetic experience can 

serve as a means to achieve states of consciousness similar to those attained through yogic practices. The meditative 

aspect of experiencing Rasa aligns with the psychological processes described in Yogic texts, where sustained focus 

and emotional purification lead to higher states of awareness. Edwin Gerow highlights that the absorption in aesthetic 

experience mirrors the cognitive engagement in meditation, where the mind becomes fully immersed in the object of 

contemplation (Gerow, 1994, p.88). This immersion facilitates a transformative experience, enhancing the individual's 

emotional and cognitive faculties. The integration of Rasa theory with Yogic psychology enriches the understanding of 

the psychological dimensions of aesthetic experience. It highlights the role of focused attention, emotional purification, 

and transcendence of ordinary mental states in the realization of Rasa. This connection also emphasizes the 

transformative potential of art, not only as a source of pleasure but as a catalyst for spiritual growth and self-realization. 

 

5. THE FOUR FUNDAMENTAL MODIFICATIONS OF THE MIND: 

In the intersection of classical Indian aesthetics and Yogic psychology, understanding the mind's reactions to 

external stimuli is crucial for comprehending how individuals experience Rasa—the aesthetic essence or emotional 

essence evoked by art. Scholars have identified four fundamental modifications or reactions of the mind: Vikāsa 

(expansion), Vistāra (spreading), Kṣobha (agitation), and Vikṣepa (distraction). These modifications correspond to 

specific emotional states and Rasas outlined in the Nāṭyaśāstra. Vikāsa refers to the expansion of the mind that occurs 

when the senses come into contact with virtuous or pleasant external objects or persons imbued with puṇya (merit or 

goodness). This expansion is characterized by the emergence of muditā (joy) in the mind, akin to a flower blooming and 

spreading its fragrance. The mind, influenced by the predominance of sattva-guṇa (the quality of harmony and purity), 

experiences a state of bliss and openness, facilitating the enjoyment of positive emotions. 

This mental state is intimately connected with Śṛṅgāra Rasa (the erotic or romantic sentiment) and Hāsya Rasa (the 

comic sentiment). The Nāṭyaśāstra emphasizes the centrality of Śṛṅgāra in the human experience: 

 

Yat kiñcid asya jagataḥ sarvaṃ śṛṅgāraika-rasaṃ bhavet 

(Whatever there is in this world is pervaded by the single sentiment of Śṛṅgāra)   

(Bharata Muni, trans. Ghosh, 1951, p. 316). 

 

The experience of Śṛṅgāra arises not merely from physical attraction but from noble and virtuous interactions. The 

external object or person that induces muditā-bhāvanā (the feeling of joy) must possess purity and goodness 

(puṇyaprada) to elicit true Śṛṅgāra (Sharma, 1997, p.45). This aligns with the idea that aesthetic enjoyment is rooted in 

positive moral and ethical qualities, which elevate the mind and contribute to spiritual growth. From the perspective of 

Yogic psychology, the expansion of the mind in Vikāsa correlates with the cultivation of prīti (delight) and prasāda 

(clarity), leading to a concentrated and harmonious mental state (Hiriyanna, 1997, p.52). While Yoga seeks to eliminate 

future distress through mental restraint, Nāṭya (dramatic art) and Kāvya (poetry) aim to alleviate present distress by 

inducing joy and bliss (Vatsyayan, 1968, p.88). Both practices facilitate the attainment of ekāgra (one-pointed 

concentration), highlighting a convergence in their approaches to achieving mental equilibrium and aesthetic or spiritual 

fulfilment. The Vistāra denotes the spreading or extension of the mind when it encounters uplifting or heroic stimuli. 

This mental modification implies that the citta (mind) extends beyond its usual confines, allowing the sattva-guṇa to 

permeate the entire being and energize every part of the body (Raghavan, 1976, p.102). The result is a state of heightened 

vitality and enthusiasm, manifesting as proactive and dynamic behaviour. Vistāra is primarily associated with Vīra Rasa 

(the heroic sentiment) and indirectly with Adbhuta Rasa (the marvelous sentiment). The emergence of utsāha 

(enthusiasm or high-spiritedness), the sthāyibhāva (permanent emotional state) of Vīra Rasa, signifies the activation of 

Vistāra. When individuals are inspired by noble deeds, virtuous actions, or awe-inspiring phenomena, their minds spread 

outward, fostering a sense of empowerment and aspiration. The Nāṭyaśāstra characterizes Vīra Rasa as embodying 

qualities of courage, determination, and righteousness: 

 

Utsāho nāma vīrasya sthāyibhāvaḥ prakīrtitaḥ   

(Enthusiasm is proclaimed as the permanent state of the heroic sentiment)    

(Bharata Muni, trans. Ghosh, 1951, p. 339) 
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This sentiment arises in individuals who exhibit clear understanding, foresight, modesty, and prowess—the hallmarks 

of nobility and ethical excellence. The feeling of maitrī-bhāvanā (benevolence or friendliness) that accompanies Vistāra 

reflects the mind's openness to forming positive connections and engaging constructively with the world. Such a state 

enhances the capacity for aesthetic appreciation and aligns with the Yogic ideal of cultivating sattvic qualities for 

spiritual advancement. The Kṣobha represents the agitation or disturbance of the mind when confronted with distressing, 

sorrowful, or tragic stimuli. This mental modification leads to the emergence of karuṇā-bhāvanā (the feeling of 

compassion or empathy), predominantly associated with Karuṇa Rasa (the pathetic sentiment) and Raudra Rasa (the 

furious sentiment). The agitation arises from an internal conflict among the three guṇas—sattva, rajas, and tamas—

resulting in significant emotional and physiological reactions, such as weeping, lamentation, and even temporary loss 

of consciousness.  The expression of grief and sorrow serves a cathartic function, allowing individuals to process 

emotional turmoil and restore psychological balance. Bhavabhūti, in his play Uttararamacarita, articulates the 

therapeutic value of expressing distress: 

 

Aśruṃś ca harṣaṃ ca nivartayāmi   

Yathā tathaivopadisaṃ priyeṣu  

(I dispel tears and joy alike, guiding those dear to me accordingly)   

(Bhavabhūti, trans. Rajan, 1989, p. 124). 

 

Through the aesthetic experience of Kṣobha, spectators engage empathetically with the characters' suffering, leading to 

a deepened understanding of human vulnerability and fostering emotional resilience (Vatsyayan, 1968, p. 95). This 

aligns with the Yogic principle of pratipakṣa bhāvanā21 (cultivating opposing thoughts to overcome negative emotions), 

where confronting and processing distress leads to inner purification and growth (Patañjali, trans. Bryant, 2009, p. 78). 

The Vikṣepa refers to the distraction or dispersion of the mind caused by contact with unpleasant, terrifying, or sinful 

external objects. This mental state results in feelings of upekṣā (indifference or aversion), manifesting as disgust and 

fear, which develop into Bībhatsa Rasa (the odious sentiment) and Bhayānaka Rasa (the terrifying sentiment). The mind 

reacts by distancing itself from negative influences, leading to withdrawal or disengagement. The experience of Vikṣepa 

is significant in both aesthetic and Yogic contexts. In the aesthetic realm, the portrayal of repulsive or fear-inducing 

elements allows spectators to confront their aversions within a controlled environment, contributing to psychological 

insight and resilience (Masson & Patwardhan, 1970). The Nāṭyaśāstra explains that by witnessing such sentiments, 

individuals can process and ultimately transcend their innate fears and repulsions (Bharata Muni, trans. Ghosh, 1951). 

In Yogic psychology, Vikṣepa is considered an obstacle to achieving mental clarity and concentration. Patañjali 

identifies vikṣepa as one of the antarāyas (obstacles) that scatter the mind and hinder progress toward samādhi 

(meditative absorption): 

 

Vyādhi-styāna-saṃśaya-pramādālasyāvirati-bhrāntidarśanālabdhabhūmikatvānavasthitatvāni cittavikṣepās te 

'ntarāyāḥ   

(Disease, dullness, doubt, carelessness, laziness, sensuality, false perception, failure to attain stages, and 

instability are the distractions of the mind and obstacles)   

Patañjali, trans. Bryant, 2009, I.30. 

 

Overcoming Vikṣepa involves cultivating mental discipline and detachment, enabling the individual to maintain focus 

and achieve higher states of consciousness. In the aesthetic experience, spectators can practice such detachment by 

recognizing the illusory nature of fear and disgust in art, thereby strengthening their mental fortitude.  The exploration 

of these four fundamental modifications of the mind—Vikāsa, Vistāra, Kṣobha, and Vikṣepa deepens our understanding 

of how aesthetic experiences evoke Rasa within individual consciousness. They illustrate the dynamic interplay between 

external artistic stimuli and internal psychological processes, emphasizing that the aesthetic experience is both personal 

and transformative. By correlating these mental states with specific Rasas, art serves as a medium for individuals to 

engage with a spectrum of emotions, facilitating emotional catharsis, moral reflection, and spiritual growth.  

  

6. RASA AND NEUROSCIENCE: 

The investigation of Rasa within the realm of neuroscience provides a modern viewpoint on traditional Indian 

aesthetics, connecting historical concepts of emotional experience with current insights into brain function. Affective 

 
21 The practice of cultivating opposite thoughts to overcome negative emotions, a concept from Yogic psychology applied to 

aesthetic experience. 
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neuroscience examines the neural mechanisms that underpin emotions, which corresponds with the emphasis of Rasa 

theory on the evocation and experience of emotions in art (Chatterjee, 2014, p. 56). A notable intersection between Rasa 

theory and neuroscience lies in the comprehension of emotional embodiment and the neural correlates associated with 

aesthetic emotions. The Rasa theory indicates the experience of art elicits particular emotional states (rasas) in the 

spectator, resulting in an internal transformation and emotional purification. Neuroscientific studies have shown that 

exposure to art activates parts of the brain linked to emotion processing, including the amygdala, insula, and prefrontal 

cortex. This suggests that aesthetic experiences engage the brain's emotional circuits (Vartanian & Skov, 2014, p. 54). 

The concept of rasa as a distilled emotional essence finds a neurological equivalent in the activation patterns observed 

in regions responsible for emotional processing. Vessel et al. (2012, p. 235) stated increased activation in the anterior 

insula, a region associated with interoceptive awareness and emotional significance, when participants viewed artworks 

they considered profoundly impactful. The brain's movement can be interpreted as a reflection of the deep emotional 

engagement described in Rasa theory, potentially indicating the neurological signature associated with the rasa 

experience. 

The concept of sādhāraṇīkaraṇa (universalization) in Rasa theory, where personal emotions are transcended and 

transformed into universal sentiments, parallels the neuroscientific understanding of empathy and theory of mind. 

Empathy involves the ability to understand and share the feelings of others, facilitated by mirror neuron systems and 

neural networks responsible for social cognition (Iacoboni, 2009, p. 655). When engaging with art, individuals may 

experience empathic responses, activating these neural pathways, which supports Rasa theory's emphasis on shared 

emotional experiences and the spectator's capacity to internalize the emotions depicted in the artwork (Chatterjee & 

Vartanian, 2016, p. 174). The neurological basis of bhāvanā (imaginative contemplation) in Rasa theory aligns with 

findings on mental imagery and its neural substrates. Bhāvanā involves the spectator's active reconstruction of emotional 

states portrayed in art, engaging imagination and memory. Neuroscience has shown that imagining sensory experiences 

activates similar neural regions as actual perception, such as the visual cortex during visual imagery (Kosslyn, Ganis, 

& Thompson, 2001, p. 635). This suggests that the mental simulation of artistic content can evoke genuine emotional 

responses, reinforcing Rasa theory's assertion that imaginative engagement is crucial for experiencing Rasa. The state 

of ekāgra (focused attention) described in Yogic psychology and its relevance to Rasa also finds support in 

neuroscientific research on attention and flow states. The focused attention enhances neural efficiency and facilitates 

deeper processing of stimuli, which is essential for full absorption in aesthetic experiences (Csikszentmihalyi, 1990, p. 

74). The Functional neuroimaging studies have identified that flow states are associated with decreased activity in the 

prefrontal cortex, leading to diminished self-referential processing and heightened engagement with the task at hand 

(Dietrich, 2004, p. 746). This neural mechanism parallels Rasa theory's emphasis on the spectator's immersion and 

transcendence of personal ego during the aesthetic experience. 

 

7. CONCLUSION: 

The subjective nature of rasa, as expressed by notable thinkers from Bharata Muni to Abhinavagupta and 

analysed in this paper, has significant alignment with modern psychology theories of aesthetic involvement. The notion 

of rasa-anubhūti22 as an elevated state of consciousness, separate from typical emotional experiences, parallels 

contemporary psychological concepts like 'flow' and 'peak experiences', highlighting the foresight of ancient Indian 

aestheticians in acknowledging the transformative power of art. The processes of sādhāraṇīkaraṇa and bhāvanā, 

fundamental to Rasa theory and previously elaborated upon, demonstrate significant parallels with modern concepts of 

empathy and mental simulation. Sādhāraṇīkaraṇa, by asserting the elevation of individual emotions to universal feelings, 

foreshadows contemporary notions of emotional intelligence and social cognition. Likewise, bhāvanā corresponds with 

contemporary studies regarding the significance of imagination and embodied cognition in aesthetic appreciation. The 

amalgamation of Rasa theory and Yogic psychology, especially via citta-vṛtti, offers an advanced paradigm for 

understanding the psychological conditions favourable to deep aesthetic involvement. The parallels between the ekāgra 

state in Yoga and the immersive experience of rasa-āsvāda indicate that aesthetic appreciation may function as a 

contemplative activity, connecting aesthetics and spiritual practice. The nascent discipline of neuroaesthetics provides 

empirical substantiation for numerous tenets of classical Indian aesthetics. The finding of brain correlates for activities 

like emotional embodiment, empathetic responsiveness, and focused attention establishes a biological basis for the 

psychological mechanisms described in Rasa theory. The integration of ancient wisdom with modern scientific study 

strengthens the credibility of classical theories and enriches contemporary discussions on aesthetic perception. The 

examination of the four primary alterations of the mind—vikāsa, vistāra, kṣobha, and vikṣepa—and their associations 

with particular rasas yields a sophisticated comprehension of art's interaction with consciousness, offering significant 

insights into the diverse impacts of various art forms and genres on mental states. This synthesis enhances our 

 
22 The experience or realization of rasa, the culmination of the aesthetic engagement with a work of art. 
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understanding of art's contribution to emotional and spiritual growth while uncovering possible avenues for tackling 

intricate emotional issues in contemporary society. 
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