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Key Concepts of Indian Literary Theories 

Indian literary theories represent one of the most ancient and 

refined traditions of literary critique globally. Concepts like Rasa, 

Dhvani, Vakrokti, and Aucitya exhibit a deep comprehension of 

aesthetics, linguistics, psychology, and philosophy, frequently 

prefiguring contemporary Western theories by centuries. These 

theories have not only influenced Sanskrit and regional 

literatures but also persist in shaping modern Indian criticism, 

theatre, film, and comparative literary studies.  Indian poetics 

thus offers a holistic approach to literature that integrates art, 

emotion, language, and spiritual consciousness. 

Indian poetics provides a comprehensive perspective on literature 

that amalgamates art, emotion, language, and spiritual 

awareness. Indian Literary Theories, also known as Indian 

Poetics or Ā laṅ kā raś ā stra, are a profound and ancient tradition of 

literary criticism and aesthetics that mostly evolved in Sanskrit 

while also impacting regional literatures. In contrast to 

numerous Western theories that developed during the modern 

era, Indian beliefs originated as early as 200 BCE to 1200 CE, 

emphasizing aesthetic experience, language, emotion, and 

consciousness. 

  

1. Rasa Theory (Theory of Aesthetic Emotion) 

Originator 

Bharata Muni in Nāṭyaśāstra (c. 200 BCE–200 CE) 

Core Idea 

Rasa means aesthetic relish or emotional essence experienced by 

the audience. Literature and drama aim to evoke rasa, not just 

tell stories. 

The Eight (later Nine) Rasas 

1. Śṛṅgāra – Love/Erotic 

2. Hāsya – Comedy 

3. Karuṇa – Pathos 
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4. Raudra – Anger 

5. Vīra – Heroism 

6. Bhayānaka – Fear 

7. Bībhatsa – Disgust 

8. Adbhuta – Wonder 

9. Śānta – Peace/Tranquility (added later) 

Significance 

• Central theory of Indian aesthetics. 

• Literature is judged by emotional impact, not realism or 

morality. 

• Comparable to Aristotle’s catharsis, but more spiritual and 

experiential. 

 

2. Dhvani Theory (Theory of Suggestion) 

Founder 

Ānandavardhana (Dhvanyāloka, 9th century) 

Core Idea 

Meaning in poetry is suggested, not directly stated. True poetry 

lies in implied meaning (dhvani) rather than literal meaning. 

Types of Meaning 

1. Abhidha – Literal meaning 

2. Lakṣaṇā – Indicated meaning 

3. Dhvani – Suggested meaning (highest poetic value) 

Importance 

• Poetry is powerful because of what is unsaid. 

• Closely related to symbolism and modern literary theories of 

subtext. 
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 3. Alaṅkāra Theory (Theory of Figures of Speech) 

Key Theorists 

• Bhamaha, Dandin, Udbhaṭa 

Core Idea 

Poetry is distinguished by ornamentation of language (figures of 

speech). 

Two Main Types 

1. Śabda Alaṅkāra – Sound-based (alliteration, rhyme) 

2. Artha Alaṅkāra – Meaning-based (metaphor, simile, irony) 

Significance 

• Early Indian critics believed poetry is like a decorated 

bride—beauty lies in ornaments. 

• Comparable to classical rhetoric. 

 

 4. Vakrokti Theory (Theory of Oblique Expression) 

Founder 

Kuntaka (10th century) 

Core Idea 

Poetry is crooked or indirect speech (vakra = curved). 

Poetic language deviates creatively from ordinary language. 

Levels of Vakrokti 

• Phonetic 

• Lexical 

• Syntactic 

• Semantic 

• Structural 

Importance 
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• Anticipates modern theories of defamiliarization 

(Shklovsky). 

• Poetry makes language strange and artistic. 

 

 5. Rīti Theory (Theory of Style) 

Main Theorist 

Vāmana 

Core Idea 

Poetry depends on style (rīti)—the arrangement of words and 

diction. 

Types of Style 

1. Vaidarbhi – Elegant, smooth 

2. Gaudi – Complex, ornate 

3. Pāñcālī – Moderate 

Significance 

• Comparable to stylistics and linguistic criticism. 

 

6. Aucitya Theory (Theory of Propriety) 

Key Scholar 

Kṣemendra 

Core Idea 

Aucitya means appropriateness—everything in literature must suit 

the context (character, mood, setting). 

Example 

A tragic scene should not use comic language. 

Importance 

• Emphasizes harmony and coherence in literary composition. 
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 7. Sphota Theory (Theory of Linguistic Meaning) 

Originator 

Bhartṛhari 

Core Idea 

Meaning is revealed as a sudden burst (sphota) in the mind, not 

through word-by-word processing. 

Importance 

• Influenced modern linguistics and philosophy of language. 

• Comparable to structural linguistics and cognitive 

linguistics. 

 

 8. Indian Narrative and Poetic Traditions (Supplementary 

Theories) 

Though not formal theories, important literary frameworks 

include: 

 Alankara Shastra (Poetics as a Discipline) 

Systematic study of poetry, drama, and aesthetics. 

 Natyashastra Dramatic Theory 

Concepts of bhava (emotion), abhinaya (expression), and rasa 

realization in performance. 

. Modern Indian Literary Theories (Postcolonial Period) 

Indian scholars adapted Western theories and developed 

indigenous perspectives: 

 Postcolonial Theory 

• Edward Said, Homi Bhabha, Gayatri Spivak 

• Focus on colonial discourse, identity, hybridity. 

 Dalit Literary Theory 

• Literature as resistance against caste oppression. 

• Key thinkers: B.R. Ambedkar, Sharankumar Limbale. 
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 Feminist Indian Criticism 

• Examines patriarchy, gender roles, and female agency in 

Indian texts. 

 Subaltern Studies 

• Focus on marginalized voices ignored in mainstream 

historiography. 

 

 Key Differences Between Indian and Western Literary Theories 

Indian Theories Western Theories 

Focus on aesthetic experience Focus on form, ideology, politics 

Emotion and spirituality 

central 

Rational and scientific analysis 

Suggestion and symbolism 

valued 

Structural and linguistic 

analysis 

Art as transcendence Art as social product 

 


