© 2025 IJRTI | Volume 10, Issue 12 December 2025 | ISSN: 2456-3315

Female Status and Character Division of Women in
Bharata’s Natyasastra

Eureka Kakoti
PhD Research Scholar
Department of Assamese

Bodoland University

Abstract

Bharata’s Natyasastra, the cornerstone of Indian dramaturgical and aesthetic theory, outlines not only the
technical grammar of performance but also the socio-cultural worldview of ancient India. Within this text, the
classification of female characters—especially the detailed taxonomy of the nayika—reveals how women were
viewed, imagined, regulated, and celebrated in classical Indian society. This paper re-examines the status of
women in the Natyasastra, addressing their dual positioning as empowered artistic agents and subjects of
patriarchal moral control. Through a close reading of the asta-nayika scheme, social and temperamental
classifications, and auxiliary female roles, the paper demonstrates how Bharata’s dramaturgy both reflects and
shapes ancient Indian gender ideology. Ultimately, it argues that the text preserves a complex negotiation
between reverence for feminine creativity and the enforcement of normative gender roles.
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1. Introduction

The Natyasastra, attributed to Bharata Muni and composed between approximately 200 BCE and 200 CE, is one
of the most influential treatises in the world history of theatre. Its fifty-odd chapters encompass dramaturgy,
music, dance, stagecraft, aesthetics, and performer training, offering an encyclopedic account of classical Indian
performance culture. Yet beyond its technical brilliance, the text functions as a cultural document—encoding the
social hierarchies, moral expectations, and gender norms prevalent in ancient Indian society.

Women appear in the treatise in multiple capacities: as artistic practitioners, as dramatic characters, and as
symbolic embodiments of emotional states central to rasa theory. Their portrayal is far from uniform; instead,
Bharata constructs a layered spectrum of female identities defined by relational roles, emotional temperament,
accomplishments, and social position. Thus, the study of female characterization in the Natyasastra provides an
invaluable lens through which one can examine gender ideology in classical Sanskritic culture. This paper aims
to unpack these depictions and explore how they simultaneously elevate and circumscribe women in the aesthetic
universe of ancient India.
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2. Cultural Context

Women were historically central to Indian performance traditions. From temple dancing and ritual storytelling
to folk theatre and court entertainment, feminine artistry shaped the sensory landscape of Indian cultural life.
Bharata’s text does not emerge in a vacuum; it reflects the long-standing presence of women in dance (nrtta),
expressive movement (lasya), and musical performance.

The association of lasya with the goddess Parvati highlights the divine feminine origins of aesthetic grace. In
classical tradition, Shiva's vigorous tandava dance is complemented by Parvati’s gentle lasya, symbolizing the
cosmic balance of masculine energy and feminine delicacy. Bharata integrates this cosmological framework into
theatrical performance, positioning women as custodians of subtle emotional expression.

Furthermore, rasa—the heart of Indian aesthetics—depends profoundly on the performer’s ability to embody
and communicate emotional states. Since emotional nuance forms a key aspect of classical Indian theatre,
women's expressive potential becomes essential for the realization of dramatic art. In this way, Bharata’s
dramaturgy implicitly acknowledges the indispensability of female performers even while coding their
involvement within broader social conventions.

3. Status of Women in the Natyasastra

3.1 Women as Performers

The Natyasastra recognizes women as dancers, singers, instrumentalists, and actors capable of contributing to
the full spectrum of theatrical production. Bharata outlines training methods for female performers, detailing
bodily movements, gestural vocabulary, voice modulation, and qualities of comportment. These descriptions
indicate that women were expected to undergo rigorous training comparable to their male counterparts.

However, the text also imposes moral and behavioral guidelines. Female performers are instructed to maintain
chastity, modesty, and obedience, often under the supervision of male elders or teachers. This indicates a tension
between artistic centrality and social regulation. While women are indispensable to performance, their
participation is carefully framed to align with patriarchal ideals of propriety and discipline. Thus, the performer
is not simply an artist; she is simultaneously a moral subject whose conduct reflects upon the cultural legitimacy
of theatrical practice.
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3.2 Women as Dramatic Characters

Beyond performance, women occupy crucial narrative positions within drama. Bharata systematically classifies
female characters according to emotional conditions, social backgrounds, virtues, psychological traits, and
relational roles. Such typologies help dramatists structure plots and evoke specific rasas, especially §rngara (the
erotic sentiment), which frequently revolves around the heroine’s emotions.

Bharata’s classifications serve aesthetic purposes but also reveal normative expectations regarding femininity.
The ideal woman is emotionally refined, loyal, aesthetically appealing, and adherent to social decorum. These
dramatic archetypes, while artistically nuanced, ultimately mirror social ideals of womanhood in classical India.

4. Character Division of Female Roles

4.1 The Eight Nayikas

The nayika—the heroine—is the central female figure in Sanskrit drama. Bharata identifies eight archetypal
heroines known collectively as the asta-nayika, each defined by a specific emotional situation or relationship to
the hero:

1. Vasakasajja — The one adorned and awaiting her lover.

2. Virahotkanthita — The one distressed by separation.

3. Svadhinabhartrka — The one whose lover remains faithful and devoted to her.

4. Kalahantarita — The one estranged after a quarrel.

5. Khandita — The one enraged by her lover’s infidelity.
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6. Vipralabdha — The one deceived or disappointed by her lover.

7. Prositabhartrka — The one whose lover is away on a long journey.

8. Abhisarika — The one who boldly goes out to meet her lover.

These types provide dramaturgists with a map of feminine emotionality, particularly in the domain of erotic
sentiment. The nayika is not a singular figure but an emotional spectrum—tender, anxious, bold, resentful,
courageous, or vulnerable. Through this framework, Bharata elevates female emotional experience to a central
aesthetic principle, granting women conceptual significance even within a male-centered narrative universe.

4.2 Social Classification of Heroines

Bharata further categorizes heroines based on social experience:

Mugdha — Innocent, naive, often young and inexperienced in love.

Madhya — Moderately experienced, balanced, possessing maturity.

Pragalbha — Bold, self-assured, mature, and emotionally articulate.

These categories reflect not only dramatic utility but also societal expectations about women'’s life stages. The
innocence of the mugdha aligns with youthful virtue; the equilibrium of the madhya represents marital maturity;
the self-possession of the pragalbha corresponds to a socially authorized confidence. Thus, artistic classification
reproduces social ideology.

4.3 Temperamental Categories

The text also divides heroines according to temperament:
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Dhira — Calm and composed.

Adhira — Restless and emotionally turbulent.

Dhiradhira — A balanced blend of both characteristics.

These temperamental divisions impose moral expectations upon female behavior. Emotional restraint is
valorized, while excessive agitation is aesthetically coded as less desirable. Such standards reflect broader
patriarchal norms wherein ideal femininity is associated with self-control, modesty, and emotional refinement.

4.4 Other Female Role Types

Outside the central nayika, the Natyasastra describes a wide array of secondary female characters:

Sakhi (confidante) — A close companion who provides counsel, acts as mediator, and shares intimate dialogues.

Vesya/Ganika (courtesan) — A trained performer often depicted with artistic expertise, linguistic skill, and
aesthetic polish.

Dast (maidservant) — An attendant who supports domestic and dramatic action.

Matr (mother figure) — A nurturing presence often embodying familial values and emotional stability.

Interestingly, while courtesans occupy ambiguous social positions, they receive elaborate attention in Bharata’s
text. Their training, aesthetic skills, and dramatic roles are discussed in detail, indicating their integral function
in classical performance culture. This suggests that artistic value could, at times, supersede conventional social
hierarchy.
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5. Gender Ideology in Female Characterization

5.1 Male-Centered Narrative Structure

Though the nayika typologies foreground women, the narrative structure of Sanskrit drama generally remains
male-centered. Heroines are frequently defined in relation to the hero—their emotions, expectations, and
identities revolve around his actions. Even the abhisarika, celebrated for her boldness, is driven by desire for the
male protagonist. This relational framing underscores the patriarchal lens through which femininity is
conceptualized.

5.2 Virtue and Social Order

Ideal heroines in the Natyasastra maintain loyalty, chastity, and controlled emotional expression. Characters like
the svadhinabhartrka exemplify the harmonious marital ideal where the woman enjoys her lover's fidelity but
remains modest and morally centered. Such portrayals reinforce social values that privilege marital virtue and
emotional restraint in women.

5.3 Creative Centrality of Women

At the same time, Bharata’s dramaturgy positions women as vital creative agents. Their expressive capacity,
dance techniques, gestural vocabulary, and emotional resonance are indispensable to theatrical success. Scholars
like Kapila Vatsyayan emphasize that without the feminine contribution, classical Indian theatre cannot achieve
its desired aesthetic effect. Thus, women inhabit a dual position—regarded as essential performers yet
simultaneously confined within patriarchal boundaries.

6. Conclusion

Bharata’s Natyasastra offers a richly layered portrayal of women that blends aesthetic sophistication with cultural
conservatism. Through detailed classifications such as the asta-nayika, social and temperamental divisions, and
the depiction of supporting female roles, the text constructs a vivid landscape of feminine identities in classical
Indian drama. These portrayals reflect the patriarchal values of the time, defining women through roles that
emphasize loyalty, emotional refinement, and relational dependence.

Yet the same text positions women as central to artistic creation, celebrating their expressive power and aesthetic
grace. This duality—empowerment through art and constraint through social norms—captures the complexity
of female representation in Sanskrit dramaturgy. Ultimately, the Natyasastra stands as both a codification of
ancient Indian theatre and a testament to the nuanced, sometimes contradictory, ways in which women were
conceptualized within that world.
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