
Nine Human Emotions 
From India’s Traditional 
Arts and Literature

 I
n ancient vedic times, yogis investigated 
human nature, developing a model of fi ve 
concentric layers called koshas, correspond-
ing to body, energy, mind, ego/intellect and 

self. Human emotions, called rasas, arise in the third 
and fourth koshas—the mind (manomaya kosha) 
and the ego and intellect (vijnanamaya kosha). 

The outermost layer in the Vedic model is the anna-
maya kosha, the physical body, consisting of more than a 
hundred trillion cells that cooperate like the people in a 
country. Three weeks after conception, the nervous system 
starts developing. Nerves connect brain and spine with 
sensory organs (eyes, ears, nose, tongue, skin) and organs of 
action (legs, hands, vocal cords, anus, genitals). 

The second layer is the energy fi eld, pranamaya kosha, 
which links body and mind and connects body chemistry 
with the emotions. The body’s cells are kept alive by this 
energy fi eld.  The third layer, mind—manomaya kosha—lies 
inside energy. Mind uses the brain, but it is not a product 
of brain. Mind interacts with body, perceiving the outside 
world through the sense organs. It processes incoming 
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n ancient vedic times, yogis investigated 
human nature, developing a model of fi ve 
concentric layers called koshas, correspond-
ing to body, energy, mind, ego/intellect and 

self. Human emotions, called rasas, arise in the third 
and fourth koshas—the mind (manomaya kosha)
and the ego and intellect (vijnanamaya kosha). 

The outermost layer in the Vedic model is the anna-
maya kosha, the physical body, consisting of more than a 
hundred trillion cells that cooperate like the people in a 
country. Three weeks after conception, the nervous system 
starts developing. Nerves connect brain and spine with 
sensory organs (eyes, ears, nose, tongue, skin) and organs of 
action (legs, hands, vocal cords, anus, genitals). 

The second layer is the energy fi eld, pranamaya kosha,
which links body and mind and connects body chemistry 
with the emotions. The body’s cells are kept alive by this 
energy fi eld.  The third layer, mind—manomaya kosha—lies 
inside energy. Mind uses the brain, but it is not a product 
of brain. Mind interacts with body, perceiving the outside 
world through the sense organs. It processes incoming 

layer of bliss. Within this resides a divine spark of conscious-
ness that is called self. The self is not touched by any event, nor 
by emotions. It enjoys watching the drama of life but remains 
completely neutral and does not interfere in anything. Therefore, 
it is also called the witness consciousness. Body can be compared 
with a kingdom. Ego is the ruling king. Mind is the crown prince 
who roams around and gathers information. Intellect is the king’s 
adviser. And self is God. 

The Nine Rasas
Rasas, human emotions, can affect and be affected by the four 
outer koshas. However, the self, which resides in the fi fth kosha, 
anandamaya, is never affected by the rasas. The Sanskrit word 
rasa has many meanings, including emotion, mood and feeling. 
Tradition defi nes nine basic rasas: joy (hasya), fear (bhayanaka), 
anger (raudra), love (shringar), courage (vira), sadness (karuna), 
amazement (adbhuta), disgust (vibhatsya) and calmness (shanti). 
All people experience these emotions.

At an early age, babies smile and laugh when they feel joy. After 
six months, when mind and ego have unfolded, fear arises. Chil-
dren who feel insecure may also get angry. At the onset of puberty, 
the rasa of love begins; it is the predominant rasa of teenagers. 
During puberty, we want to be a hero. In adolescence we may feel 
sadness if the prince (or princess) of our dreams still has not come.

Rasas affect both our body chemistry and our mind. Our body 
chemistry changes, based on the emotion that is perceived by our 
mind. For example, fear causes our body to respond with “emer-
gency” adrenaline. Fear also changes the smell of our bodies and 
the expression on our faces. 

We fi nd the nine rasas in literature, theater and dance. Danc-
ers use their entire bodies to enact various rasas. Musicians strive 
to generate the right mood to uplift, calm, excite or sadden the 
audience. Writers and poets play with the rasas in stories about 
romance, tragedy and extraordinary matters. We leave the theater 
smiling or gloomy according to the main rasa of the drama. Just as 
life without rasas is incomplete, literature or fi lm without rasas in 
proper proportion is defi cient.

Throughout history, one particular rasa tends to dominate for a 
time, and then another becomes popular. During hard times, peo-
ple turn to God for help, and love of God becomes prevalent. When 
kings started ruling, songs about beauty, love, courage and chivalry 
became popular. In ancient Greece, tragedy and comedy appeared. 
In the modern age, television and the Internet produce abundant 
stories of anger and violence, refl ecting the contempt, disgust, 
fear and anger that have become pervasive in modern society. 

In the pages ahead we explore the nine rasas in detail.

by wil geraets (with sidebars by
lakshmi chandrashekar subramanian)

signals and passes them to the next level of consciousness, ego 
and intellect. This is illustrated by organisms like sponges and 
jellyfi sh, which have no brain but still perceive danger, food 
and a mate. Mind also perceives the inner world of emotions. 
Mind is versatile, encompassing fantasy, imagination and 
empathy. Though very useful, it is diffi cult to control. 

The fourth layer, vijnanamaya kosha, is a combination of 
ego and intellect. Intellect receives sensory impressions from 
mind and evaluates each situation. Intellect provides ego with 
information along with value judgments—whether something 
is familiar or new, harmless or dangerous, right or wrong. Ego 
also makes decisions. Intellect thinks objectively, whereas mind 
and ego think subjectively. Willpower is the strength of ego.

Suppose mind notices something. Intellect may tell ego 
that under the circumstances it is not necessary to pay much 
attention. But ego may decide to explore it anyway; then mind 
and intellect have to comply. It is ego that decides what to do. 
When we are involved in a project and become concentrated, 
our mind, intellect and ego work together to make the project a 
success and we forget all other things. 

The fi fth and innermost layer, anandamaya kosha, is the 
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The main text of this article is based on the teachings 
of the author’s guru, Harish Johari (1934-1999)

Artist Maniam Selven depicts the rasas. Joy is at 
the center, surrounded (left to right) by love, sorrow, 
anger, courage, fear, disgust, wonder and peace.
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cally say, “I am sad,” “I am angry” or “I am happy”—identifying ourself 
with the emotion. Instead, we should try to keep a little distance from 
the emotion. If we say, “I feel” angry or sad or happy, this identifi es the 
emotion as something different from ourselves,  something we sim-
ply happen to be aware of in the current moment. It helps to recognize 
that we are not our body, our mind, our ego, our intellect or our mood. 
Rather, we are the self that is witnessing the theater of experience. 
Inner strength, which belongs to the rasa of courage, plays an impor-
tant role in all the rasas as a mighty weapon against negative emo-
tions. Closely related to self-confi dence and self-esteem, this strength 
helps us control awareness, keeping it out of fear, anger, sadness and 
disgust. Cultivating inner strength requires some form of discipline, 
but we should be disciplined in a loving way, strict but not rigid.

Each Life a Role
The universe is an ocean of energy with many droplets. Each drop 
may be an object, an incarnated being, or some other entity. If a purely 
energetic entity wants to taste mango, it will need a tongue to taste 
with, and so it has to incarnate. Each life we choose is a theater play. 
We appear on the stage, play our role, and then return to the dressing 
room, lay down our stage costume and leave the theater.

 After death, the gross physical body decays. What remains is the 
sukshma sharira, the subtle body, consisting of prana, mind, ego, 
intellect and self. When we desire to be a musician, we take birth 
again, learn to play music, carry around our guitar and live our musi-

cal life. Throughout each life we learn and improve. Our subtle body 
incarnates over and over again until all desires have been fulfi lled 
and we merge with cosmic consciousness. Then all separateness dis-
solves, including the individual self. We have to live many lives before 
we arrive at our fi nal destination, but there is no hurry; we will all 
get there. Understanding who we are and how we are will help us to 
travel our journey healthier, happier and more inspired. In this regard, 
understanding the rasas is a useful piece of luggage. 

asas are an essential part of life. They defi ne us. Some people 
laugh and tell jokes all the time. Such people experience all 
the rasas, but joy predominates. Some people are mostly sad; 

they cry a lot, feel weak and want somebody to help them. Others 
feel strong and courageous from day to day, meeting life’s challenges 
bravely. Still others always complain, never feeling satisfi ed. 

Most, however, do not live with a single, predominant mood. Rasas 
are a bit like the weather in Belgium: one moment the sun is shining, 
and an hour later it’s raining with gusts of wind. Disgust is especially 
erratic; out of the blue we may fi nd something offensive, or be dis-
satisfi ed with ourself. This shifting of moods, prompted by events, is 
necessary. If we didn’t have problems and frustrations, we would be 
deprived of opportunities for spiritual growth, and life would be less 
meaningful. 

Each mood has a counterpart in body chemistry. Calmness is sup-
ported by melatonin from the pineal gland. Anger is connected to the 
adrenal glands. As long as our body chemistry is balanced, we feel 
strong and courageous; but when body chemistry is disturbed, we 
easily fall into fear, anger, sadness, disgust, pessimism (lack of cour-
age) and loneliness (disgust plus fear). 

Rasas are often sparked by life events, but the fuel for a fi re comes 
from our ego. Body chemistry causes mind to focus on a word and go 

in a particular direction, traveling through moods. As long as there 
is no gain for ego, then ego does not engage. But, when ego takes an 
interest, it sends intellect to search for arguments for mind to stay 
stuck in a certain mood. For example, when we lose someone dear, 
grief may overpower us, but sadness does not linger unless ego is 
interested in feeling sad. In the long term, if ego stalls us in a nega-
tive mood such as fear, anger and sadness, this can lead to disease; 
whereas joy, courage and amazement promote good health. 

Some fortunate people express their feelings freely. They do not 
keep problems inside. They release or transmute the energy and then 
are clear again. Others cannot express feelings directly because of 
social demands, lack of confi dants, or a sense of helplessness. Emo-
tions that are not expressed may develop into a mood that persists 
for a long time. Expressing our feelings does not mean we should 
enact anger and fear immediately or without reserve. Rather, we 
should learn to express emotions in appropriate ways. Right expres-
sion requires controlling the emotion rather than letting the emotion 
control us. Sometimes we have to fi nd ways to redirect the power of 
diffi cult emotions. Physical activity and creativity can provide outlets, 
and proper communication with those we trust brings understand-
ing and releases feelings without doing harm. 

Understanding our moods is important to understanding our 
behavior. It will benefi t us to try to recognize them, paying attention 
to when they come, how long they stay, and how intense they are. 
When we get caught by a mood and ego gets involved in it, we typi-

The Power of Emotion
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asya is one of the most pleasant rasas. The word 
hasya means joy, laughter and humor. 
Hasya is the joy we see in innocent 
people. Pure hasya springs up from 

within for no apparent reason. Children 
laugh simply because they feel good. Dur-
ing the journey to adulthood, joy is inhib-
ited as carefree children change into 
serious adults. This is because ego and 
intellect generate self-consciousness, 
which prevents one from simply feel-
ing happy. In this way, joy becomes less 
spontaneous, more restrained by mind. 

Joy is natural and healthy. It aids diges-
tion and rejuvenates the body. It makes 
us feel light. When the atmosphere is seri-
ous, a little humor brightens people’s spirits. 
However, someone who is feeling sad, afraid 
or angry is rarely in the mood to laugh. At such 
times, laughter can be disgusting and unbearable. 
Introducing humor at the wrong time can lead to confl ict 
and misunderstanding. 

Pure humor is mostly an innocent mind game. But when ego and 
intellect get involved, malice may slip in, as in political cartoons. 
Adults may laugh at the cost of others rather than just for the sake 
of laughter. When humor belittles people or puts them down, it is 
destructive. Humor then becomes satire or sarcasm (vyangya), which 
is a sub-rasa of hasya. Sarcasm criticizes others in a harsh way with 
a veiled message. It invokes laughter but hurts the targeted person 
and may create problems. The wise well know that the use of humor 

needs discipline and care. We should not make fun of 
others to get a laugh; instead we might act to make 

them laugh at us. Done well, humor can neutral-
ize confl ict and contention.

People need entertainment, and sources of 
laughter are a main provider. Humor con-

tributes to the amusement of circus acts. 
Playing a fool, like clowns do, is one of 
the most effective ways to make people 
laugh. Some clowns and comedians are 
true artists at eliciting enjoyment and 
humor without the bite of satire. 

Master Comedians
Master comedians hardly need anything 

to create a funny situation. Charlie Chap-
lin used pure humor and satire in his rep-

ertoire. Mostly he played a tramp who over-
came life’s problems with dignity, while also 

eliciting empathy from his audience; but in the 1940 
fi lm The Great Dictator, he “innocently” satirized Adolf 

Hitler.  Buster Keaton, on the other hand, never played a joke on 
anyone. Rather he made fun at his own expense. He evoked laughter 
and amazement (adbhut rasa) with his characters’ courageous de-
termination (veer rasa) to overcome apparently impossible physical 
challenges, always remaining calm (shanti rasa). Mind’s imaginative 
qualities were responsible for conceiving the death-defying physi-
cal feats he performed. But Keaton’s humor was thoughtful and took 
meaning from the characters he played more than from any specifi c 
thing they did.

Joy: Happiness, laughter, humor
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faded, mind sees the person more realistically. 
If we see our beloved as an object of desire 

and the body smell of our dear one excites 
us, then our love is more physical. On the 
other hand, when the beauty of our beloved 
appears divine and his or her eyes intoxicate 
us, making us forget about ourself, then our 
love becomes spiritual. Shringara rasa can 
sustain the feelings of love for many years, 
even more than a lifetime. In India when 
partners are profoundly pleased with each 
other, they may promise to marry again in 
their next life. If one dies earlier, he or she 
will postpone taking a new birth so that the 
two can meet again. 

Love and Other Rasas 
Anger and disgust destroy the body chem-
istry associated with shringara. In their 
presence, love vanishes. In contrast, joy and 
amazement combine well with shringara. 
They help to create an inspiring atmosphere. 

Sadness has a dual relationship with shrin-
gara. Sadness (especially its sense of compas-
sion) and love are combined in bhakti, but 
otherwise sadness spoils love. For example, if 
one remains unhappy month after month, his 
or her partner may get discouraged and aban-
don the relationship. 

Fear does not induce love, but love induces 
fear. A little fear is not harmful; it is necessary 
to prevent becoming a fl irt. But it can become 
too much. Love can make us full of fear. Only 
people who are crazy in love are fearless. The 
biggest fear in love is that we will lose our 
beloved. Even when the beloved is with us 
and does not intend to leave, we still may fret 
about being left alone like a motherless baby. 
Fear may also arise when we think about the 
welfare of our near-and-dear ones and about 
our ability to keep them secure and happy. 

Pleasing our partner is not the only prior-
ity in life. Though couples don’t have to fi ght, it is healthy and 
normal for partners to occasionally have differing opinions. If 
we avoid speaking the truth for fear of losing our partner—if 
we suppress our feelings, constantly afraid of expressing our 
opinion—that fear is more dangerous to the relationship than 
any difference of viewpoint. In love, sacrifi ce of ego is necessary. 
We all know of or may have experienced sacrifi ces made for 
the sake of love. Such sacrifi ces usually grow out of parental 
love, romantic love or devotional love.

Devotional Love
Shringara includes the love for God (bhakti). Love for our part-
ner becomes spiritual when it is directed towards God. Mirabai 
was a great bhakta poetess who was in love with Krishna. Her 
still-popular devotional love songs are about her beloved. She 
longs to be with Him. She is jealous of Krishna’s fl ute because 
it is touching His lips and receiving His breath, and she cannot 
be so near. Her resulting grief illustrates how bhakti combines 
love and sadness. 

he Sanskrit word shringara means love, romance, decora-
tion, beauty, beautiful, attractive and aesthetic sense. Shringar 
includes various kinds of love, including romantic love, the love 
between siblings and love for a pet. Devotional love (bhakti) 

and parental love (vatsalya) are almost rasas in themselves.
Songs about the childhood of Krishna and Rama tell us that little 

Krishna was playful and sometimes naughty, whereas Rama was 
more serious. By seeing Krishna and Rama as children, we think of 
God every time we see a child, and that increases our devotional love. 

At the onset of puberty everybody is visited by shringara. It is the 
predominant rasa during adolescence. Teenagers go through great 
changes in body chemistry. They want more attention, more love, 
more care. They feel something is missing. Some feel uneasy; oth-
ers feel depressed. For the fortunate, loves matures and fi lls life with 
affection. 

Shringara basically is emotional and mental, but when we fall in 
love, our body becomes overwhelmed as well. Humans have no clear 
mating season as do animals. Sensual feelings may come at any time, 
and they can be enhanced by hormones, as happens with women just 
before ovulation. 

Intellect does not play a big role in matters of love. Often in life we 
ask the intellect to keep quiet and not disturb us. This may cause us to 
make decisions without sound intellectual understanding. In matters 
of love this is frequently the case. 

When we see an attractive person and ego does not allow fl irta-
tion, then mind can only take small glances. On the other hand, when 
ego is interested, fantasy feeds the fl irtation. Mind can emphasize 
the beloved’s beauty so much that nobody else in the world looks as 
beautiful. To create this effect, mind makes many small changes in 
the perceived appearance of the person. Later, when the effect has 

Rasa in India’s Performing Arts 
by lakshmi chandrashekar subramanian

 II
n the context of performance art, especially in texts such 
as the Natya Shastra (composed by Sage Bharata between 

200bce and 200ce) rasa is an aesthetic emotion evoked and 
developed by a particular performance. This aesthetic emotion 
often gains corporeal embodiment in the physical gestures of 
the audience, as B.N. Goswamy states. He describes in detail 
the shaking of the head, from slow nodding to more passionate 
head jerking, and other bodily movements of the audience that 
the performance evokes. In later texts, we see the idea of rasa 
presented with a more explicitly religious connotation, comparing 
it to ultimate reality. In these instances, rasa becomes a tool for 
experiencing and fi nally uniting with the Divine. ¶The Natya 
Shastra, written by Sage Bharata, is widely regarded as an 
authoritative text on the Indian performing art forms. Although 
the word rasa was fi rst mentioned in the Vedas, only in the 
Natya Shastra was it defi ned and applied to aesthetic perception 
in the performing arts. Bharata outlined the concept of rasa to 
demonstrate how a performance must create the experience 
of delight in an audience. The eight rasas described by Bharata, 
who attributed them to Lord Brahma, are shringara (the erotic), 
hasya (the comic), karuna (the pathetic), raudra (the furious), vira 
(the heroic), bhayanaka (the terrible), bhibatsa (the odious), and 
adbhuta (the marvelous). Bharata later added a ninth rasa, and 
this was shanta (the quiescent). Despite the ultimate experience 
of “rasa” being one, Bharata divides it into separate varieties, as 
it is through the medium of one of these eight or nine rasas 
that the holistic aesthetic experience of “immersing oneself 
in it to the exclusion of all else” takes place in the audience.

Love: Affection, romance, devotion
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of the money will go to charity. To promote policy, 
politicians call on our compassion to help certain 
groups of citizens.

When it is not purely selfl ess, karuna has an 
aspect of give and take, quid pro quo. Most peo-
ple who help others expect some form of return. 
Human nature is like that; we tend to operate 
like businessmen. We may respond to a request 
for charity in order to save on our income tax. 
When we help somebody, we feel we should get 
something in return—if not a return favor, then 
at least gratitude and respect. True giving has 
none of this.

In spiritual life, we should not measure things 
in terms of profi t and loss. If we worship God, 
it is for our own satisfaction; it does not mean 
we are doing God a favor and that He should do 
something in return. It is our human nature to 
expect rewards for good behavior, but that expec-
tation creates problems for us, because if we get 
suffi ciently frustrated, we may begin to feel that 
there is no divine justice and lose faith in God.

Overcoming Sadness
For most of us, sadness comes and goes, usually 
in response to outside events. When we feel sad, 
good people often try to comfort us. They help us 
overcome our sorrow. Such help is a blessing; but 
because sad people typically get more attention 
than those who laugh, some people may act sad 
to attract attention. 

A change of place, atmosphere or attention 
can help mitigate sadness, if only temporarily. If a friend enters 
the room, we may push our sadness aside for a few minutes to 
see what’s up. When we are on our own again, sadness quickly 
returns because it is still in our body chemistry. Sometimes a 
joke can cheer a person up. People of weak constitution, whether 
due to malnutrition, illness or other causes, naturally are low on 
enthusiasm and especially prone to sadness. Sometimes music or 
poetry helps. A little walk in a forest, near a river, lake or moun-
tain may improve our mood. When a person feels sad because 
of the death of somebody close to them, ego may start searching 
for someone or something to help. People who are grief-stricken 
like to be in the company of saints, because saints are calm; they 
transform sadness into non-attachment.

Our attitude matters. When our partner dies and we think 
our suffering will never end, sorrow is prolonged. However, if we 
have confi dence that we will fi nd ways to continue living, suffer-
ing will be curtailed. We can engage intellect to start inventory-
ing possibilities for change and relief. As the mind considers each, 
such exploration leaves less time and energy for sadness. 

We think we are time-bound creatures. We think we take 
birth and later die with only a small span of life between. In 
fact, we are eternal consciousness, without beginning or end. 
Our bodies are clothes that we discard when they become worn. 
Once bare, we put on a new set. Accordingly, we should identify 
less with our body and instead consider it a tool that we can use 
to accomplish the task for which we have taken birth. If we have 
this attitude towards our physical life and body, we will not be 
overcome by sadness. 

he Sanskrit word karuna means sadness, sorrow, pity, misery 
and compassion. The compassion element derives from the 
empathy we feel when others are suffering. 

Small children are rarely sad. They may cry because of hun-
ger, a bee sting or a wet diaper, but that is a distress call rather than 
sadness. Older children and adolescents get sad when their need for 
attention and recognition is not fulfi lled. Failure or perceived failure 
triggers sadness. Success relieves sadness, but only briefl y. For young 
adults, sadness retreats when larger goals are met, such as fi nding 
one’s partner or a sought-after job. 

Sadness often peaks during mid-life, when people realize their 
youth is fading. Some may start a new relationship to prove they are 
still young. Others accept things as they are and seek new meaning 
by reaching out for rewarding activities, such as helping younger 
generations. 

A good thing about sadness is that it focuses us on the cause of our 
sadness. When a family member dies, we visit the crematorium to 
take their leave. The sadness that we feel centers our mind. When 
the body is put in the fi re, we realize that one day we will die also. 
Awareness of our mortality creates a certain level of indifference 
toward worldly pleasures and gratification of the senses. We see 
that ultimately only a few things in life really matter. Less important 
things don’t attract us as much. That recognition is non-attachment 
(vairagya). Such an experience may motivate us to start living on bare 

necessities, to share more, which makes us better human beings and 
is a major step towards God. But when we leave the crematorium and 
pick up our everyday life again, vairagya mostly drops away and we 
continue living as before. 

Misery can be difficult to comprehend. Some things are really 
not the way we think they should be. We see people who are doing 
wrong yet seem to prosper, and others who behave well and have to 
suffer. Without the concepts of karma and reincarnation, such appar-
ent injustices are diffi cult to understand and accept. 

Compassion
Karuna also means compassion for all creatures. That includes all 
people who ever hurt us. We should not attempt to punish them or 
even have negative thoughts about them. Rather, we should pray to 
God to give them proper understanding and kindness. 

In the event that we are forced to defend ourselves, we should 
oppose our enemies with respect. For example, as my guru noted, 
when a Hindu rejoices because 20 Muslims died in a Hindu-Muslim 
riot, such lack of pity is wrong.  Unfortunately, many of us are selec-
tive with our compassion. We limit it to particular people who are 
close to us or who are like us. 

Karuna, compassion, is often used as a tool for religious, political 
and commercial purposes. We may be shown pictures of suffering 
children to solicit donations, or urged to enter a lottery because some 

Performers and Their Audience
 by lakshmi chandrashekar subramanian

 II
t is important to note the difference between “rasa” 
and “bhava,” where the latter is more of an emotional 

state that precedes rasa. B.N. Goswamy cites Bharata’s 
aphorism, “Bhava, the durable emotional state, is the 
fl ower, and rasa is the fruit thereof.” Another explanation 
is that the bhava is what the actor embodies, and there is 
a corresponding rasa that emerges and is “tasted” by the 
audience, provided the audience is competent and ready 
to receive it. Thus Bharata lists in the Natya Shastra nine 
bhavas or dominant emotions, which correspond to the 
nine rasas. ¶How does the concept of rasa pertain to the 
the performers and audience in Bharata’s exposition? 
According to some interpreters of Natya Shastra, such as 
Dr. Pappu Venugopala Rao, the performer is discouraged 
from immersing in rasa, as that might distract him or 
her from fulfi lling the role of the inducer of rasa for the 
audience. He makes this suggestion though there is no 
explicit reference in the Natya Shastra that rasa should 
not be experienced by performers. Other scholars, such as 
11th-century Kashmiri Saiva philosopher Abhinavagupta, 
explicitly deny that anyone other than the audience can 
experience rasa. Abhinavagupta argues that performers 
cannot experience rasa even if they wanted to, as in 
order to experience it they need to be in the shoes of the 
viewer. As such, the rasa experience belongs exclusively 
to the audience, and the actor or performer is merely a 
patra (vessel), a carrier and enabler of the experience.  

Sadness: Sorrow, heartbreak, sympathy
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gate the potential damage it can cause. To do that, 
we have to remain awake, be alert, and avoid lazi-
ness and dullness, including that caused by sub-
stances such as recreational drugs. 

Anger powerfully affects our body chemistry. 
It creates heat, dryness and acidity. Our breath-
ing becomes fast and shallow and our voice turns 
loud and harsh. Our body chemistry then affects 
and feeds our anger, and the cycle intensifi es. If we 
sense we are getting angry, we should check our 
breathing and slow it down if necessary. We may 
chew a pod of cardamom, take a walk, drink some 
water, or wash our face, hands and feet.

Anger is destructive. When kept inside, 
repressed, it is self-destructive, slowly consum-
ing us. Outward expressions of anger are com-
mon, but in many cases they are unacceptable. For 
example, when we get angry with our boss, we 
cannot express that anger freely or we may jeop-
ardize our position. We have to remain respect-
ful. For the moment, we might escape to the rest 
room and wash our face. If we then get busy with 
something else, after a few minutes our body 
chemistry changes, lessening the risk of a hurt-
ful outburst. For the longer term, we should fi nd 
ways to express the pain or injustice behind the 
anger in a controlled manner, either to the boss 
or to some helpful person, such as a therapist or 
trusted friend.

When we do have an opportunity to let the 
offending person know that we have a problem, if 
that person ignores us and continues the wrong-
ful behavior, we may conclude that the wrongdoer 
deserves punishment. But we don’t have to deliver 
the punishment ourself. In due time, somebody 
will teach that person the needed lesson. That is 
the law of natural justice: wrongful deeds always 
earn bad karma. Faith in karma’s natural justice 
can help people who have been abused as children. 
Their anger can be cured only if they learn to for-
give. This may seem impossible; but with help of 
good energies from within, support from others 
and an understanding of karma, it can be done.

Insecurity makes us feel weak, which triggers 
fear, which in turn produces anger. We can do 
several things to prevent or reduce episodes of 
anger from occurring. We may reduce our intake 
of sugar and fat, get proper physical exercise, like 
a daily half-hour walk, and practice nonviolence. 
We can help others, which reduces their insecu-
rity. These practices increase our own well-being 
and self-confi dence, which is the key to mastering 
our anger. When we cultivate our inner strength 
by maintaining such disciplines, we reduce our 
feelings of insecurity, fear and anger, and we 
increase our self-confidence and self-esteem. 
Gaining inner strength gives us power over our 
anger instead of its having power over us. 

nger, raudra, resides in everybody. It is the most com-
mon rasa, yet the most unwanted. Few there are who are 
completely anger-free. And many are angry all the time. 
Anger, like fear (bhayanaka), thrives on insecurity, which is 

humanity’s basic problem. Anger is principally a reaction to feelings 
of insecurity triggered by frustration, criticism or threat. Strong per-
sons do not anger quickly, because they inwardly trust themselves 
to manage challenging situations. Individuals who lack that confi -
dence anger more quickly due to their greater insecurity. They fear 
they cannot handle diffi cult situations. As such, anger is a sign of 
weakness.

Anger often arises from a hurt ego. It emerges when our talents are 
not recognized or our expectations are not met. For example, when 
one person is favored over another, the neglected person may get 
angry because of feeling humiliated, unappreciated or ignored. If it 
were up to our minds, we would not stay angry for more than fi fteen 
minutes, because mind is so fl uid by nature. But if our ego takes the 
situation seriously and gets involved, our anger is more prolonged. 

The least harmful form of anger is the one that is expressed when 
the cause is proximate. It fl ashes and quickly subsides, as when some-
one cuts in line at the theater. Anger that endures, festers and turns 
into resentment is the worst. It lives within us and it grows, causing 
mental, emotional and physical problems. Long-lasting anger mixed 
with disgust (vibhatsya) is hate. It causes us to focus on the negative 
qualities of others and ignore their good qualities.

One raudra story tells of a person who was cut in a fight. He 

decided to keep the wound disturbed and not let it heal until he had 
taken revenge. Similarly, anger can be prolonged and kept alive by 
letting intellect analyze how we got insulted and by allowing mind 
to relive the affront. Such stoked anger often develops into a grudge, 
which is a form of mental illness. Extreme examples of grudges being 
held are families that continue blood feuds for generations, or entire 
communities who never forgive injuries and injustices and thus per-
petuate confl ict.

Managing Anger
Anger cannot be completely avoided, but it can be converted and re-
directed to constructive purpose. It can be used as a source of energy 
directed to our work, to some other creative enterprise resulting in 
productive output, or to a piece of art. Anger has fueled people to 
help the world by fi ghting injustice. When Gandhi travelled through 
South Africa, he became enraged when a British offi cial had him 
thrown off a train. That indignation grew in him, but he directed 
it toward effective change in law and society. As a consequence, one 
day the British were thrown out of India.

Anger boosts the ego; the angrier we are, the more we say “I” and 
“me,” rather than “you” and “we.” Our intellect gets shut off, and we 
forget about right and wrong. When we are caught by anger, we may 
overact, even displaying our outrage like a stage performance. At such 
moments, it is to our benefi t to realize that we have been caught by 
our emotion and to create a little distance from our feelings. Watch-
ing for anger helps us recognize it immediately, so that we can miti-

The Ideal Audience
 by lakshmi chandrashekar subramanian

 AAbhinavagupta refi ned and detailed the characteristics of a “rasika,” the 
receiver of the rasa—in other words, an ideal audience. He does so by 

sharing a couple of similes. As scholars Masson and Patwardhan write, “Ab-
hinava repeats the fi ne simile of the Natya Shastra, that the reader is like dry 
wood, and poetry like fi re. He adds a simile of his own: good poetry is like a 
clean cloth dipped into pure water: the cloth quickly absorbs the water.” This 
suggests that the audience is expected to be like sponges that soak in the 
content that the poem or performer provides. That is the only way they can 
fully experience rasa. “Abhinava…reserves his greatest praise for moments in 
the drama when the spectator is able to enter so deeply into the imaginative 
magic created by the verses that he transcends his own personality.” This 
serves as a prime example of how the aesthetic experience has entered the 
mystical realm. ¶Abhinavagupta elaborates on sahridaya, meaning “with-
the-heart,” which alludes to the audience having a heart connection with a 
particular experience. Patwardhan and Masson explain sahridaya: “Those 
people who are capable of identifying with the subject matter, since the mir-
ror of their hearts has been polished through constant recitation and study 
of poetry, and who sympathetically respond in their own hearts, are known 
as sensitive readers.” Thus the quality of rasa experienced by the audience 
depends greatly on the rasika’s knowledge of rasa, and the openness and will-
ingness of heart with which he or she receives the experience. B.N. Goswamy 
also comments, “The durable emotional state [bhava] that is subtly brought 
into being by or through a work of art is one thing; its transmutation into a 
rasa is dependent upon the energy (utsaha), the inner ability, the singleness 
of heart of the rasika.” This suggests that despite being exposed to the same 
piece of art or music, various audience members might react differently to the 
stimulus. This is due to the difference in the type of rasika each person is. I 
would venture on to say that according to some Hindu schools of thought, not 
only would the audience’s current and past experiences and cultural expec-
tations play a role in their receiving and experiencing rasa, but the vasanas 
(karmic imprints) which the person is born with would also determine the 
quality of aesthetic experience evoked by the bhava in the performance. 

Anger: Irritation, stress, rage
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he Sanskrit word vibhatsya means disgust, aversion, annoy-
ance and dissatisfaction. The feeling of disgust comes from and 
causes a body environment that is uncomfortable. As a result, 
we feel emotionally uncomfortable as well. Disgusted people 

often use distasteful language; but more often their dissatisfaction 
and annoyance remain in thought form. Prolonged disgust is 
self-destructive. Disgust can be caused by others, but 
we can also feel aversion with ourself. When we 
loathe and degrade ourself, we undermine our 
power and obscure our divine nature.

A common trigger for vibhatsya for many 
people is not being paid properly for their 
work. As a result, they have problems sus-
taining their families. They feel hurt and 
dissatisfied because their work is not 
valued. In other circumstances, we just 
feel as if something is wrong or missing. 
Our relationships and our surround-
ings seem meaningless. That is a form of 
self-disgust. When anger and fear mix in, 
we may feel guilt, shame or even despair. 
Nothing seems to satisfy us completely or 
for long. When we acquire a car, a job, a house 
and a family, we may be content for some years. 
But then we start looking for something more. 
And if ego gets involved, dissatisfaction intensifi es. 

Dissatisfaction with our life may lead to depression, 
melancholy and despair. The body is out of balance, the mind is fi lled 
with disgust and the ego is helpless. Intellect is dull and cannot evalu-
ate situations properly. We lose courage and self-confidence. We 
complain about our problems, and anger crops up. We feel victimized 
and wallow in self-pity. When people try to help, often their energy 
is drained by our unresolvable diffi culties and they become disgusted 
with us. 

Restoring the Balance
Suffering is not entirely meaningless. It increases our understand-

ing of fellow sufferers and motivates us to improve our life. We 
are reminded to restore our inner balance. When we do so, we feel 
accepted and accepting, which dissipates dissatisfaction. One way to 

restore balance is to fast, even for a day or a meal. Relax-
ation techniques, socializing and engaging in activi-

ties like walking, cooking, sight-seeing and using 
a computer are also helpful. The company of 

people is especially helpful. Listening to our 
favorite music is uplifting. We can play 

music that changes body chemistry and 
promotes sleep. 

Disgust is a state in which the inter-
nal environment of the body is not 
comfortable. Therefore, we don’t feel 
comfortable with things outside. We 
should take good foods, especially 
alkaline, astringent and bitter foods 
that support the liver and the body 

chemistry. Eat so as to avoid constipa-
tion. Alcohol and recreational drugs 

should be eschewed. 
Modern society overloads our minds with 

stimuli and choices, causing stress and confu-
sion. When we are not centered, we feel confused 

and cannot understand things properly. But if we are 
centered, we pay proper attention and will not feel disgusted so 

easily. If mind is not under control, it will dwell on negative thinking 
and remain a victim of moods and problems. The best way to over-
come disgust is to develop mental discipline. Willpower, self-confi -
dence and inner strength are closely related; if we increase one, they 
all increase. 

he adbhuta rasa encompasses all the meanings of the Sanskrit 
word adbhuta: amazement, wonder, awe. Our world contains 
far more than seven wonders; indeed, it abounds with them. 
Our body itself is full of wonders. From each morsel of food we 

eat, a little bit of the nutrition is used to repair damaged tissues. From 
the remainder, some proteins build new cells, and carbohydrates are 
converted into glucose and combusted in our 5 kw engine to produce 
energy for our thoughts and actions. How amazingly effec-
tive and sophisticated! 

It is a miracle that a baby can be conceived and 
grow inside its mother’s body. Because birth 
happens every day, it seems commonplace; 
nevertheless, it really is a mystery. Current 
knowledge about DNA explains only a 
few aspects of fetal growth. 

What happens after death is another 
great enigma. One minute a person 
is alive and communicating; the next 
minute he is gone. All the organs are 
still there, but where the being has gone 
is a mystery. Many patients who were 
declared clinically dead have come back 
to life and described how they left their 
body, had various experiences, and then 
returned to their body to continue their lives. 
It is no wonder that the riddle of afterlife has 
been the subject of so much thought and study 
throughout the centuries.

Many examples exist to illustrate how miracles have 
been performed through strong determination and strength of 
character. These miracles confront our intellect with its ignorance. 
In India, each year after Holi there is a celebration in Barsana where 
people walk on fi re. In the old days, few people did this, and it was 

considered a miracle. Nowadays, we can take a seminar and learn to 
walk on fi re ourself. So, the miracle may lie in our ability to learn the 
technique. Regardless, the accomplishment produces awe. 

Stories create wonder through the use of superhuman or super-
natural elements or sudden changes in the storyline. Amazement and 
uncertainty are used to keep suspense alive and hold our attention. 
When the magician David Copperfi eld puts a cloth over an entire 

train and makes it disappear, that is adbhuta, amazing, 
even though we know it is a trick. We love being 

astonished. 
Some of us long to witness a miraculous 
event. We even call for a miracle in des-

perate times, and sometimes we get one. 
Most often, however, miracles come in 

disguise: somebody you were longing 
to see suddenly comes by to say hello. 

If we witness something really 
supernatural, our ego becomes small 
and humble. If ego accepts the event as 
a miracle, then intellect gets a time out. 
However, if ego demands an explana-

tion, intellect will have to fi nd a way to 
explain what it doesn’t understand. 
Today people tend to believe only in 

things they can perceive with their senses. 
Rationalists believe in the power of reason. 

They think that everything can be understood 
by reason. They try to show that miracles do not 

exist, and they expose fake miracles as mere tricks. 
However, that does not mean no real miracles exist. Every now 

and then a true miracle does happen. Some babas still perform mir-
acles. Maybe they do it to curtail the ego of modern people and to 
convince us that not everything can be explained by reason.

Disgust: Aversion, dissatisfaction, depression

Wonder: Delight, curiosity, mystery
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Ladies generally have more fear of physical 
threats than men, because they have less physi-
cal strength. If they learn martial arts, they can 
defend themselves and be less afraid of physical 
danger. We should work on ourself to develop 
inner strength, because inner strength reduces 
fear. As mentioned in the discussion of the 
disgust rasa, any kind of mental or physical 
discipline, such as speech fasting, food fasting 
or other control over our body, enhances inner 
strength. Inner strength, self-confidence and 
self-esteem are interrelated. By strengthening 
one of them, we strengthen them all. 

Fearful and Fearless Dying
We know we live only for a short time and then 
we die. Most people fear the end of life. This 
gives rise to many other fears, such as fear for 
the unknown, fear of spiders, fear of exclusion 
and so on. People who feel lonely are even more 
prone to fear. When death is approaching, many 
combinations of fear and pain are possible. 

Death comes at the end of our life. But the fear 
of death can inhabit large portions of life, hang-
ing around from the fi rst day we realize that our 
body is mortal. As such, fear of death is farther 
reaching than death itself. 

By behaving gently and helping people, we 
follow the law of dharma and fulfill our life. 
That pleases Yama, who is the lord of dharma 
and the lord of death. At the end of life, a ful-
fi lled person is likely to fear death less; whereas 
those with unfulfi lled desires and uncompleted 
objectives fi nd it more diffi cult to leave. 

Fear stems from ignorance of our true identity, not understanding 
that all is one. Our true nature is eternal consciousness rather than 
body, mind, ego and intellect. Ego is the illusion that we exist as sep-
arate beings. All pain and suffering in life is due to our attachment 
to that illusion. We are afraid of death because we mistake illusion 
for reality. Although ego is necessary to allow us to live as individu-
als, ultimately, our separateness is illusion. Everything is connected; 
nothing is really separate. 

Normally, mind is too erratic to think about death for more than 
a few minutes. Even if death is near, mind may think of seeing fam-
ily or friends. This mental wandering provides a diversion from the 
fear of death. In India, it is a tradition during one’s fi nal days for 
people to read aloud from scripture or stories from Krishna’s life. 
These stories tell the dying person in a gentle way that this world 
is less real than God, and that leaving the body is just like changing 
clothes. Such stories help the person withdraw and leave peacefully. 
People who have devoted themselves to God tend to die tranquilly. 
They think to themselves, “The time of my imprisonment is almost 
over. Soon I will be free again.”

Death can be a relief, especially for people who have been ill for 
years and have endured much pain. Saints like Ramana Maharshi, 
Ramakrishna, Sivananda and Vivekananda contracted life-threat-
ening diseases. Although their bodies suffered, they did not feel 
helpless or depressed, because they did not identify with their 
body or their ego. Such elevated souls defi ne death more as libera-
tion than extinction. Knowing the deeper truths of life and living in 
awareness of their true, immortal identity, they died in peace. 

hayanaka (fear and insecurity) is the basic problem of 
humankind. It is with us in the waking state and the dream 
state. Only in deep sleep, unconsciousness and samadhi, 
when there is no ego, can there be no fear. 

Fear starts early in life. No frightening mask can scare a baby 
younger than six months, because infants have no fear. At about 
six months children start to develop a sense of self-identity and a 
separateness from their mother. At this point of development even 
a little distance from the mother causes fearful insecurity, which is 
expressed by crying. 

That fear remains with us for the rest of our life. When we grow 
up and start a family, fear increases. Seeking to avoid insecurity, we 
buy life insurance, insure our house and install alarm systems. By age 
forty-fi ve or so, we start saving money for our latter years. Saving is 
always prudent, but is often fear-based. By the time we have grand-
children, we anticipate countless dangers. We may fret about what 
will happen to our family after our death. The more we have to lose, 
the more we fear. 

My spiritual master, Harish Johari, taught that the purpose of our 
life is to become as fearless as we were in the fi rst few months of our 
life. Living simply, meeting only our basic needs, is the right way to 
live and will move us toward our goal of becoming fearless. 

The mind is restless. It wanders around producing fantasies. Some 

fantasies may be pleasing to ego, some not. Mind also has the habit of 
exaggeration. It may zoom in on a detail and magnify it. Negative sug-
gestions from outside may produce frightful fantasies. This happens 
especially if our body chemistry is impure or if we have destructive 
habits, such as negative thinking. 

Daring people are not intimidated by death, and will risk their life 
to live more intensely. Reinhold Messner, who climbed Mt. Everest 
alone without oxygen, confi ded that he had many fears while prepar-
ing to climb, imagining all kinds of things that could go wrong. On 
the mountain, where it is necessary to control the mind and stay alert, 
fear kept him alert to real dangers. Fear can be a friend or an enemy.

Overcoming Fear
Strong faith can reduce fear. Provided we have faith in saints, their 
blessings may help us overcome fear. Buddha and many Hindu saints 
raise their right hand with the palm facing outward. The gesture, 
called abhaya mudra, which means “Have no fear,” carries the power 
to make us feel secure. 

Various other rasas can reduce the experience of fear. Being madly 
in love induces fearlessness. Making jokes about our fears helps, 
because humor often reveals that our fears are unfounded. Anger will 
often erase conscious feelings of fear, but anger only masks fear; it 
does not remove it.

Fear: Terror, anxiety, insecurity
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Bhava and Rasa
from the encyclopedia of hinduism, 
india  heritage research foundation

 T
here are some basic instinctive and enduring passions 
in human beings which endure life-long but remain in 

a dormant state except when aroused and stimulated. These 
are: love, disgust, fear, sorrow, anger, amazement, humor 
and enthusiasm. These eight sthayibhavas are recognized 
by Bharata Muni. Later aestheticians have added to this 
list indifference as the ninth, and some others affection (for 
children) and love of God (bhakti). Aroused and excited 
by some stimulant and helped by other elements, each one 
of these instinctive passions generates a corresponding 
rasa. For example, on seeing something extraordinarily 
surprising, the sthayibhava (enduring passion) of vismaya 
(amazement) generates adbhuta rasa (relish, full of wonder); 
or, on seeing someone in pain and crying, the enduring 
passion of shloka (sorrow) generates karuna rasa (pathos), of 
course with the help of other elements also. The following 
table shows each sthayibhava and its corresponding rasa. 

Sthayibhava (passion) Rasa (relish)

Rati (conjugal love) Sringara (amatory romance)

Hasa (humor) Hasya (laughter)

Shoka (sorrow) Karuna (pathos, pathetic)

Krodha (anger) Raudra (wrathful)

Utsha (enthusiasm) Vira (brave)

Bhaya (fear) Bhayanaka (horrible)

Jugupsa (repugnance) Bibhatsa (loathsome)

Vismaya (amazement) Adbhuta (wonderful)

Nirveda (indifference) Shanta (calm)

Vatsalata (love for children) Vatsalya (parental affection)

Bhagavadanuraga (love of God) Bhakti (devotion)
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he Sanskrit word shanti means peace, calmness of mind, hap-
piness and bliss. The shanti rasa is inner calmness. Shanti is the 
only rasa that pacifi es mind, ego and intellect. Yet, peace is eas-
ily disturbed by the other rasas, because they activate mind, ego 

and intellect. During the day, our senses constantly receive signals 
that require reaction. This keeps us continually agitated. As an exper-
iment, sit down in a quiet room. Hear the sounds around you, notice 
the thoughts inside, but don’t hold on to any. Let them come and let 
them go. Breathe slowly and pause a little before inhaling. As long as 
sounds disturb you and thoughts keep you distracted, you know that 
your calmness is incomplete. 

Only during deep sleep and meditation do our mind, ego and intel-
lect cease their activity. Finally there is true calmness. It is 
this part of sleep that revitalizes our body and makes 
us wake up fresh. Reducing external activity dur-
ing the day will increase our well-being. We 
will have more focus, less anger, less fear, less 
disgust and less sadness. The more calmness 
we foster in our life, the happier we will be. 
Few people are truly calm, not disturbed by 
anything. Even when times are exhausting 
and troublesome, they don’t feel agitated. 
Such peace can only be obtained by work-
ing with oneself. It is a goal of a yogi’s life 
to remain centered no matter what the 
outer circumstances may be. 

Fostering Calmness
Calmness can be achieved in several ways, but 
none is easy. Fasting supports peacefulness, as 
does eating fresh, wholesome food, and reducing our 
sensual desires. To promote inner peace, we need to keep 
a balance between our needs and our desires. Needs are few, but 
desires are unlimited. 

Pursuit of our life’s purpose can also bring a sense of well-being 
and peace. If we don’t know the purpose of our life, we can observe 
what makes us feel really good inside. That may tell us how we can 
live our purpose and find long-lasting satisfaction. If you devote 
yourself to a particular task and work hard for it, the fulfi lment of 
that task brings some peace. If your children grow up properly and 

get settled in a right way, you feel that the purpose of having a fam-
ily has been fulfi lled. That satisfaction brings contentment. Promot-
ing the well-being of others and of the world we live in is another 
way to increase serenity. Give people the support they need to grow; 
help the helpless, financially, physically or mentally. If we help 
others to live with less fear and more security, we acquire peace. 

Resist the forces that are destroying nature. Do something for the 
environment, and take action for the common welfare. Plant trees, 
conserve resources, support efforts to keep our planet healthy.

In meditation, fear, anger and disgust vanish, if only for a few 
moments. The outside world still exists, but it retreats to the back-
ground. This experience can be prolonged by practice. A good medita-

tion can bring in its wake hours of serene emotions which 
bring us closer to our true nature, which is to live 

in bliss, to be happy and inspired. Peace means 
reduced internal activity, stopping the incessant 

mental dialogue.  
The most difficult yet most effective 

method of acquiring calmness is to take 
the first steps on the path to enlighten-
ment by following the code of right con-
duct, which Hindu scriptures describe 
with a set of behavioral rules known as 
yamas and niyamas. They pertain to con-
tentment, honesty, modesty, study, kind-

ness, charity, courage, nonviolence, clean-
liness, moderation in sex, and belief in 

God. Living according to these injunctions 
brings calmness and is a proper, even neces-

sary, foundation for further spiritual development.
Yogis and yoginis have withdrawn from worldly 

desires. They do not become entranced with the objects 
around them. Some objects may be appealing to them, but they 

do not feel a need to acquire anything. They remain content and 
secure. They can experience complete calmness during waking con-
sciousness, because they have learned to suspend the activity of mind, 
ego and intellect at will. In samadhi—deep meditation—body is 
slowed and mind, ego and intellect are suspended. Yet, there is aware-
ness and bliss—bliss of the self, our divine spark. This is the highest 
form of inner calmness attainable.

Peace: Calmness, contentment, bliss

ira rasa includes courage, chivalry, strength, devotion and 
determination. Vira helps us protect ourself and those we love. 
Courage allows us to try something new, to accept challenges, 
and to make sacrifi ces for others. When people risk their lives 

to save another, they demonstrate extreme bravery and often devotion. 
Young people frequently believe they can do anything. They feel 

they can challenge a tiger, a mountain, or a particular way of think-
ing. Such courage can be helpful, but can also make one over-
confi dent and prone to underestimate risks. People who 
use vira to its best benefit inform courage with 
intelligence.

Self-esteem is part of the strength aspect 
of vira, but when confi dence becomes arro-
gance it can lead to a contemptuous atti-
tude. Arrogance and contempt contain 
elements of disgust, the vibhatsya rasa, 
which is self-destructive.

Vira rasa becomes stronger when we 
do not talk about it. Boasting about an 
ability or power drains energy. Accord-
ingly, athletes who focus on the glory of 
winning and artists who constantly hold 
exhibitions to receive applause run the 
risk of becoming egotistical and undermin-
ing their talent. It is better to save our cour-
age, strength and determination for manifest-
ing our goal. Real heroes express themselves in 
their works rather than their words. 

Victory over a mighty opponent gives more satisfaction 
than victory over somebody who easily gives up. Similarly, over-
coming a diffi cult challenge is more satisfying than accomplishing 
something easy. In vira rasa, we strive to be the best. If we are outper-
formed, we want another chance to prove ourself. It is a reality of vira 
rasa that we are forever proving our talents. 

Competition has always been and always will be. But the mod-
ern world has taken it to extremes. Vira often manifests through 
the base, selfi sh, instinctive nature. People displaying balanced vira 
have become rare. Real sportsmen enjoy the play and are not boastful 
when they win or discouraged when they lose. 

Courage is often associated with war, but what that means has 
changed over time. Various ancient scriptures describe rules of con-

duct for battle, because without moral standards, warfare 
degrades into animal ferocity, which was unacceptable 

to Hindu society. Warriors grew strong physically 
and mentally through martial arts. They lived 

up to their word, and they were prepared to 
sacrifi ce their lives for justice. They fought 

one on one with an opponent of similar 
caliber, and the opponent was allowed to 
try to save his skin. Civilians were never 
attacked, and hostilities were suspended 
at night. A warrior who violated the 
code of conduct displayed disrespect for 
his opponent and lost his dignity.

Over time, the positive use of vira 
rasa in war was largely lost. Obtain-

ing victory became more important than 
morality. Anything was allowed in pursuit 

of victory, including foul means such as poi-
soning wells with cadavers, killing civilians 

and other crimes. In modern warfare, people can 
be destroyed from a distance by an invisible attacker. 

Just press a button and a missile is launched. Vira has dis-
appeared. If soldiers kill without honor, they undermine their own 
strength and earn bad karma. 

The law of dharma says we should always be conscious about right 
and wrong. Both our cause and our means should be right. Maintain-
ing high moral values requires strength but also provides strength.

Courage: Bravery, strength, confi dence
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