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BODIES, POWER AND DIFFERENCE: 
REPRESENTATIONS OF THE EAST-WEST DIVIDE IN 
THE COMPARATIVE STUDY OF INDIANAESTHETICS

P a r u l  D ave-M ukherji

T his p ap e r attem pts to  raise ce rta in  m ethodological issues concern ing  the 
study o f In d ian  aesthetics. It seeks to  draw a tten tion  to the n eed  for concep­
tual rig o u r in  th e  usage o f re la ted  term s derived from  w estern aesthetics 
th ro u g h  a critique o f th e  com parative m eth o d  in the study o f Ind ian  aesthet­
ics. In  particu lar, this m eth o d , p red icated  up o n  a certain  binarism  (east/w est; 
c u ltu re /n a tu re ; p ra c tic e /th e o ry ) , offers a disciplinary coherence to com para­
tive aesthetics even as it ren d e rs  it o p en  to criticism. In the process, the body 
as rep resen ted  in a rt em erges as th e  site o f contestation th ro u g h  which cul­
tu ra l d ifference is neg o tia ted  w ithin a larger politics of visual representation .

/.

The Disciplinary Formation o f Aesthetics and Colonialism

Aesthetics, as a co n cep t applicable to art, em erged in the west by the 
e ig h teen th  cen tu ry .1 It was only la te r tha t it consolidated itself as a discipline 
allied to th a t o f  a rt history.2 A long with o th e r disciplines, it too was deeply 
re la ted  to colonialism  an d  it was th ro u g h  the  process of colonisation tha t it 
e n te red  the  academ ic cu rricu la  o f  the Ind ian  universities.3 Foregrounding  
the  systematic com plicity betw een the  disciplinary form ations of dom ains of 
knowledge and  the political structure o f imperialism, Edward Said’s Orientalism4 
has crucial im plications fo r the  discipline o f aesthetics as well. T he latter, as a

1 M ichael Kelly, “O rig in s o f  A esthetics: H istorical and  C onceptual Overview,” 
Encyclopaedia o f Aesthetics, Vol. III. O xford University Press, Oxford 1998, pp. 417-427.

2 Eugene K leinbauer, M odem  Perspectives in  Western Art History, University of California, 
Los Angeles 1971, p. 2.

3 Chatterjee, P artha (ed.), Texts o f Power: Emerging Disciplines in Colonial Bengal, Samya
C a l c u t t a  1 9 9 6 ,  p .  2 6 .
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p art o f w estern academ ic know ledge, can no  lo n g er m ain ta in  its im partial 
status an d  has been  shown to be com plicit in  th e  history o f E u ro p ean  colo­
nialism. By the first decade o f the  tw entieth  century , the  first In te rn a tio n a l 
Congress of Aesthetics (ICA) was h e ld  in Berlin. Such In te rn a tio n a l C on­
gresses seem ed to work from  th e  assum ption  th a t aesthetics has universal 
applicability and  value. T he Berlin co n feren ce  an d  the  subsequen t fo rm ation  
o f the discipline followed the logic o f  a possible universal aesthetics.5 T he 
effect of such a logic was an  inevitable hom o g en isa tio n  o f cu ltu ra l d ifference. 
Now it is possible to see how the  cu ltu ra l d o m in an ce  o f the  west was p recari­
ously m ain tained  th rough  its p rescrip tio n  o f  a set o f  aesthetic values derived 
from  the  west.6 These values becam e “n o rm a l” in  ju d g in g  the  a r t o f d iffe ren t 
cultures. This cultural hegem ony ca rried  over even afte r th e  co lon ised  n a­
tions gained their political sovereignty.

It is only from  a post-colonial perspective th a t one  can see the  various 
stakes involved in the erasure  o f  th e  cu ltu ra l d ifference. Even while one  
recognises the necessity for engagem ent with the question o f universalism, it is 
im portan t to take note o f the way difference has been  theorised  within the 
fram ework o f com parative aesthetics. It is n o t as if the  question o f d ifference 
has no t been raised u n d er the rubric o f the universalism  o f com parative aes­
thetics. Scholars o f Ind ian  a rt an d  com parative philosophy  such as A. K. 
Coomaraswamy and  P. M asson-Oursel have raised the question o f d ifference 
only to foreclose it th rough  cultural essentialisation. At this ju n c tu re  it is neces­
sary to raise once again the question o f difference, which takes into account the 
consequences o f universalism on one  h an d  and  essentialism  on  the o th er.7

T he historical fact o f colonisation has b een  fo reg ro u n d ed  n o t fo r indu lg ­
ing in the politics o f blam e b u t fo r h istoricising th e  em ergence o f  the  disci­
pline in the west and  the circum stances o f  its en try  in to  India. As a co n cep t 
and  a discipline which organically evolved a t a specific historical ju n c tu re , 
u n d e rp in n ed  by certain culturally specific im peratives within the west,8 what 
does it offer to the study o f Ind ian  art an d  culture? How productive is it as a set 
o f conceptual categories to interrogate the tradition from  a postcolonial present?

4 Edward Said, Orientalism, Routledge & Kegan Paul, New York 1978, p. 27.
5 Archie Bahm, “Is a Universal Science o f Aesthetics Possible?,” Journal o f Aesthetics and  

Art Criticism , XXXI (1972), pp. 3-7. Bahm addresses this issue in form  o f a question and 
answers in the affirmative.

6 Tony Bennett, “Really Useless ‘Knowledge’: A Political Critique of Aesthetics,” in: H 
Blocker & Jenn ife r M Jeffers (eds.), Conceptualizing Aesthetics: From Plato to Lyotard. 
Wadsworth California 1999, pp. 294-301.

7 Leela Gandhi, “Thinking Otherwise,” in: Postcolonial Theory: A Critical Introduction, 
Oxford University Press, Delhi 1999, p .27.

8 Terry Eagleton, The Ideology o f the Aesthetics, O xford and  Cambridge, Mass., 1990.
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This question  seem s to pose two sets of m ethodological alternatives:
1. T o claim  th a t th e  co n cep t o f  aesthetics is too culturally specific to be 

useful in  the  study o f non-w estern  culture. Aesthetics, in this sense, has no 
m ean in g  outside th e  E u ro p ean  co n tex t and  hence, is to be abandoned . Such 
an  ap p ro ach  w ould ju x tap o se  th e  west and  the east as polar opposites and  yet 
a t the  sam e tim e, constitu te  th e  very g round  o f “the com parative m eth o d .”

2. A esthetics is th a t w hich defines the h um an  essence an d  has universal 
applicability  an d  so it can  be a useful category in  the study o f any culture. 
Every cu ltu re  has the  p o ten tia l to ad d  a un ique dim ension to  this overarching 
concept. Such an u n d ers ta n d in g  w ould lead to and  inform  attem pts which 
set o u t to study the  diverse fo rm ula tion  and  cultural variations o f the concep t 
o f aesthetics. A corollary  to this app roach  w ould be a feverish search, as for 
exam ple, fo r In d ian  equivalents fo r every aesthetic concep t such as “im ita­
tio n ,” “catharsis,” “im ag in a tio n ,” “beauty” and  so forth  in trad itional Indian  
texts. I t is the  la tte r ap p ro ach  w hich has found  wide acceptability in the works 
o f som e In d ian  scholars.9

To illustrate an d  exam ine these two approaches, I will specifically focus 
on th e  works o f two very in fluential ideologues and  scholars, P. Masson-Oursel 
an d  K. C. Pandey, who advocated “the  com parative m eth o d ” in the disciplines 
o f P hilosophy10 an d  A esthetics respectively. For analysing th e ir positions, I 
have selected  an  artic le by M asson-O ursel en titled  A Connection Between Indian 
Aesthetics and Philosophy 11 an d  K. C. Pandey’s book  Comparative Aesthetics12 as 
represen ta tive o f th e  m ethods th a t dem onstrate  e ith e r a radical difference or 
an  overlap betw een Ind ian  an d  W estern Aesthetics. As a p o in t of entry into 
the  critique o f  the  com parative m eth o d , I shall take up  the prob lem  o f the 
transla tion  o f term s, w hich bears u p o n  the field o f com parative aesthetics. I 
shall th en  narrow  down my focus to one o f the key term s from  Indian  aesthet­
ics -  pramana and  o n e  such term  from  w estern aesthetics -  “im itation” and 
critique th e ir  tra n s la tio n / in te rp re ta tio n  by M asson-Oursel an d  K. C. Pandey 
respectively.

9 P. J. Chaudhury, “Catharsis in the Light o f Indian Aesthetics,” Journal of Aesthetics and 
Art Criticism Supplem ent to the O riental issue XXIVNo. 1, Part 1 (Fall:1965), p p .151-163. 
R am endra Kumar Sen, “Im agination in Coleridge and Abhinavagupta: A Critical Analysis 
o f Christian and  Saiva S tandpoints,” Journal o f Aesthetics and Art Criticism , Special issue, 
Oriental Aesthetics, XXIVNo. 1, Part 1 (Fall:1965), pp. 97-107.

10 P. Masson-Oursel, Comparative Philosophy, Paris, 1926 as cited in India and Europe, 
1988, p. 420.

11 P. Masson-Oursel, “A Com parison Between Indian Aesthetics and Philosophy,” Trans. 
A.KCoomaraswamy (from Review Des Arts Asiatique), Rupam 27/2&  (1925), pp. 91-94.

12 K. C. Pandey, Comparative Aesthetics, Indian Aesthetics &  Western Aesthetics. Chowkhambe 
Sanskrit Series, Banaras 1956, p. 3.
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P. Masson-Oursel and Comparative Philosophy

T hough  prim arily a F rench  Indo log ist an d  a scholar o f Philosophy, P. 
M asson-Oursel (1882-1956) m ade a significant co n trib u tio n  with his writings 
on  In d ian  aesthetics, which played a key ro le  in  the  nationalis t defense o f 
traditional Indian art. The o ther is an  Ind ian  scholar o f  aesthetics, K  C. Pandey, 
whose work on  com parative aesthetics was reg a rd ed  as a sem inal w ork in the 
field in the  50’s and  60’s o f the 20th century.

M asson-Oursel was regarded  in his dual ro le  as Indologist and  “positivis- 
tic” ph ilo sopher as, an  official spokesm an fo r Ind ia  an d  the O rien t w ithin the 
French historiography o f ph ilosophy.13 K. C. Pandey, on  the  o th e r  h an d , used 
“the com parative m eth o d ” w ithin the  field  o f aesthetics an d  was fam iliar with 
Ind ian  as well as w estern theories o f  aesthetics.14 In  term s o f theo re tica l as­
sum ptions, M asson-Oursel and  K. C. P andey  can  be said to  have im p o rtan t 
differences an d  com m onalties.

M asson-Oursel was deeply com m itted  to the  view th a t the  In d ian  an d  the 
Greek philosophies and  art trad itions w ere so fundam en tally  d iffe ren t th a t 
any form  of com parison could only dem onstra te  the  unbridgeab le  difference. 
However, both M asson-Oursel an d  K. C. Pandey  ap p ea r to subscribe to  “the 
totality o f the hum an  p h en o m en o n ” by analyzing an d  com paring  its d iffe ren t 
m anifestations in various cu ltural trad itions. T hey were b o th  com m itted  to  a 
search fo r recu rren t isom orphic features, com m on structures (which Masson- 
Oursel term ed as “proportions”) in  m utually  in d e p e n d e n t traditions. Masson- 
O urse l’s “claim to be a totally open -m in d ed  c a rto g rap h e r o f the  h u m an  m ind  
with a true  universality, no  lon g er b o u n d  by th e  restric tions o f being  p a rt o f 
one particu lar trad ition”15 seems to echo  in  the in tro d u c tio n  o f K. C. Pandey’s 
Com parative Aesthetics.

A careful study o f the aesthetic theories o f  the  W estern  th inkers from  
Sophist Gorgias (abou t 470 BC) an d  Socrates (469-399 BC) to  C roce (1866- 
1952) produces an im pression on  the  m in d  o f o n e  who is fam iliar with Ind ian  
Aesthetics that the East and  the W est have th o u g h t on  the  p ro b lem  o f the 
beautiful in ways which have a m arked  similarity and , therefo re , th ere  is am ple

13 Wilhelm Halbfass, India and Europe: A n  Essay in Understanding, State University of 
New York Press, Albany 1988, p .142.

14 K. C. Pandey, Comparative Aesthetics, Ind ian  Aesthetics &  Western Aesthetics. 2 vols. 
Varanasi: The Chowkhamba Sanskrit Series IV, 1956, p. 7.

15 Ibid.
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scope fo r a com parative ap p ro ach  to  the  p rob lem  o f aesthetics. Such an im­
pression  has b een  responsib le  fo r my thesis “Com parative Aesthetics.”16

Aesthetics, acco rd ing  to this problem atic, is a unitary p h en o m en o n  and  
every cu ltu re  partakes o f it equally.17 Halbfass’s com m ents on  M asson-Oursel’s 
p ro jec t also h o ld  tru e  fo r th a t o f  K. C. Pandey’s: His th o u g h t seems to rep re­
sen t an  objectifying, d e tach ed  m eta-philosophy [ meta-aesthetics in the case of 
Comparative Aesthetics] w hich n o  lo n g er engages in  any actual problem s and 
subject m atters o f  the  various philosophical traditions, b u t treats them  all 
equally as objects o f  com parative an thropological enquiry .18

As an advocate o f  com parative philosophy, M asson-Oursel used “the com ­
parative m e th o d ” n o t only to ju x tap o se  Ind ian  with western culture b u t within 
the  d iffe ren t facets o f In d ian  cu ltu re .19 In his article, Ind ian  aesthetics and  
philosophy  are co m p ared  via a term inological analysis o f  pramana, a term  
co m m o n  to b o th  th e  spheres o f Ind ian  culture. It is taken to be an im portan t 
p ro jec t to  dispel prejudices an d  is addressed  prim arily to the western audience -  
b o th  the  critics an d  adm irers o f In d ian  art. This sem inal essay belongs to the 
m id 20 ’s o f the  tw entieth  cen tu ry  w hen there  was a divided opin ion  am ong 
the English public ab o u t the relative worth o f traditional Ind ian  art. To counter 
the  colonial d en ig ra tio n  o f In d ian  art, the O rientalists and the nationalists in 
In d ia  a rticu la ted  a pow erful an d  rhe to rica l counter-posture extolling Indian 
art, fo r exam ple, in  th e  writings by E. B. Havell and  A. K. Coomaraswamy.20 
W h e th e r trad itiona l In d ian  a rt was “naturalistic” was the m ain  rallying po in t 
an d  an  issue o f co n fro n ta tio n  betw een the two camps. It is th e  corporeal body 
w hich is invoked a ro u n d  w hich claims of authenticity  in term s of beauty or 
tru th  a re  staged. (Plate 1.)

T o every w estern a rt critic who discusses the Ind ian  conception  o f beauty, 
those who blam e the  H indus fo r th e ir supposed anatom ical errors, as well as 
those who a ttrib u te  to  th em  a  transcenden ta l idealism , we can only recom ­
m en d  a study o f th e  Citralaksana.21 It will op en  their eyes an d  dispel their 
p rejudices;22

16 Ibid., p. xxix.
17 See Van M eter Ames, “Aesthetic values in  the East and West,” in: Journal o f Aesthetics and 

Art Criticism XlX, N o.l, (1960) pp. 3-16, for similar assumptions in Comparative Aesthetics.
18 W ilhelm Halbfass, p. 142.
19 A studen t of Levy-Bruhl and S. Levi, Masson-Oursel propagated the “comparative 

m ethod” as the culm ination of the “positive m ethod;” see Wilhelm Halbfass, India and  
Europe, p. 142.

20 T apati Guha Thakurta, The M aking o f a New Indian Art: Artists, Aesthetics and National­
ism in Bengal, 1850-1920. Cam bridge University Press, Cambridge 1992, pp. 159-167.

21 An ancien t treatise on  art in  Sanskrit o f approximately 3rd-4th century AD.
22 Masson-Oursel, “A Com parison Between Indian Aesthetics and Philosophy,” Trans. 

From Review Des Arts Asiatique, A. K. Coomaraswamy, Rupam  27/2 8  (1925), p. 92.

209



D arul D ave-M ukherji

A part from the ancien t art treatise, M asson-Oursel draws a tten tio n  to what 
he considered a key connection  betw een In d ian  aesthetics an d  In d ian  p h i­
losophy via a term  com m on to bo th . This h e  takes to  be “pramana:”23 T h e  idea 
o f “p ram ana” plays a role o f prim ary im p o rtan ce  equally in  the  aesthetic  and  
the philosophy of India from  the th ird  cen tu ry  o f th e  C hristian  e ra  onwards; 
it has to  a large d eg ree  d e te rm in e d  th e  scho lastic  c h a ra c te r  o f  A siatic

PLATE 1. Emperor M andhata surrounded bypersoni- PLATE 2. Yakshi or semi- 
fied attributes/possesions of a king, such as the queen, divine goddess, Sandstone, 
the army, minister, etc., Jaggayapeta, Satavahana Pe- Kushana Period, M athura 
riod, 2nd C. BCE., Government Museum, Madras, In- Museum, 2nd C. BCE, Ma­
dia. thura, India.

23 The Sanskrit term  pramana, com m only found in  technical treatises on  art, is open  to 
a variety o f interpretation ranging from  systems of body m easurem ent, m odular o r o ther­
wise to a sense of proportion in the represen tation  of bodies o f all kinds, hum an, animal 
or vegetable.
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cu ltu re?24A nd, Indian ists have too long  ignored  the aesthetic sense of the 
term  “p ram an a ;” they have con sid ered  only its philosophical m eaning  and  
fo r this reason, have m isu n d ersto o d  the m eaning. T heir usual renderings 
are: source, faculty o f know ing o r even crite rion  o f tru th .25

For M asson-O ursel, it is aesthetic  “pramana,” which is to be privileged 
over th e  ph ilosophical one  an d  which contains the key to the  “real” o r “au­
th en tic” m eaning . Pramana, as o n e  o f the six “lim bs” o f painting, m eans “the 
science o f p ro p o rtio n , in  re la tio n  to perspective and  anatom ical s tructu re” or 
as in  the  Citralaksana, “th e  science o f m easure.” (Plate 2.)

T h e  science o f plastic rep resen ta tio n  (citra) consists in knowing the char­
acteristic m easu rem en ts o f  the  d iffe ren t parts o f the bodies o f innum erable 
beings w hich the  artist may wish to represent: a god, a cakravartin, a king, a 
B uddha, a Bodhisattva, a m o n k  o r dem on, etc.26

It seem s to m e th a t via the  aesthetic  pramana, which M asson-Oursel in ter­
p rets as tim eless stereotypes (Plate 3.) which are repeated  by the traditional 
artists mindlessly, he convenien tly  applies the same paradigm  to Ind ian  phi­
losophy. In  o th e r w ords, th e  conclusion  th a t M asson-Oursel wants us reach is 
th a t ju s t  as the  In d ian  artist m erely rep ro d u ced  the “characteristic m easure­
m en ts” by w hich th e  rep resen ta tio n  o f the d ifferen t kinds o f bodies are once 
an d  fo r all fixed, the  In d ian  p h ilo so p h er con tinued  to philosophise in a for­
m ulaic m ode. His position  vis-à-vis this controversy over the existence o f “natu ­
ralism ” in  In d ian  a r t is sum m ed up  thus: .. .Ind ian  a rt is aim ing at som ething 
quite  d iffe ren t th an  the  copying o f n a tu re .27

This d ifference rejects an d  a t th e  same tim e enables com parison between 
the  a r t o f the  easte rn  an d  the  w estern cultures. Polarising these two art tradi­
tions in  term s o f p resen ce  an d  absence o f “naturalism ,” Masson-Oursel firmly 
holds th e  view th a t un like  the  w estern artist, the Indian artist a ttached no 
im portance to the observation o r rep roduction  o f natu re  b u t only reproduced  
the  conventional types as h an d e d  down by the tradition. A nd herein  lay the 
e tern a l scholastic n a tu re  o f In d ian  art: W hat we assume, quite superficially, to 
be th e  insp ira tion  o f an  a rt fo r a r t ’s sake, really proceeds from  a religious 
scholasticism  th a t im plies a trad itional classification o f types established by 
convention .

Any p resence o f “n a tu ra lism ” in Ind ian  a rt can only be understood  as 
u n in ten tio n a l o r accidental: If h e re  o r th ere  a re lief or a pain ting  exhibits 
som e featu res draw n from  life, it is only accidentally that the artist has, in

24 Ibid.
25 Ibid.
26 Ibid.
27 Ibid.
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spite o f himself, transcribed  so m eth in g  from  actual natu re ; an d  this is cer­
tainly not, from  the ind igenous p o in t o f view, th e  m ost m erito rious p a r t o f his 
work.28

This claim to have a ttained  the indigenous point o f view by M asson-O ursel is 
enab led  by the very problem atic o f  “th e  com parative m eth o d :” T h e  best way 
to en te r a t all in to  the genius o f  any g rea t h istoric cu ltu re  seem s to  be  to 
approach  it sim ultaneously from  several po in ts  o f  view;29

T he contradiction involved in this m ethodology  o f the  awareness o f o n e ’s 
location within o n e ’s specific cu ltu re  an d  the  claim  to view o th e r  cu ltures 
from  a transcenden tal vantage p o in t from  w hich they are visible did n o t go 
unacknow ledged by this F rench Indo log ist as he  con tinued : Even th o u g h  the 
observations to which one thus com m its o n ese lf be fragm entary  an d  som e­
what arbitrary.30 W hat is accom plished  by the  d e to u r to the  pramana in “In ­
dian Aesthetics” is the em ptying o u t o f  any sense o f  “n a tu ra lism ” o r  “em piri-

PLATE 3. Lakshmi, Goddess of Abun- PLATE 4. Boddhisattva or Future Buddha, 
dance, Kushana Period, 1st C. AD., Na- Ajanta Wall Painting, Cave No. 1, Vakataka 
tional Museum, New Delhi, India. Period, Late 5th C. AD., M aharashtra, In­

dia.

28 Ibid.
29 Ibid., p. 91.
30 Ibid.
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cism ” im plied  by the  pramana o f In d ian  Philosophy. (Plate 4.) T he “pram ana” 
o f the  ph ilo sophers ca n n o t any lo n g er pass for the apprehension  o f reality. 
T h a t is w hat we call real know ledge, b u t that does n o t by any m eans denote 
know ledge d ed u ced  from  facts.31

T he w estern an d  the  In d ian  cultures from  this po in t o f  view are divided 
along  th e  lines o f “n a tu re ” an d  “cu ltu re .” “N aturalism ” and “abstraction” are 
chalked  o u t as th e  m utually  exclusive dom ains o f the a rt/p h ilo so p h y  o f the 
west an d  the  non-west. I t is the  “n atu ra l body” which becam e accessible to the 
post-R om anesque w estern artist, w hereas th ro u g h o u t history the eastern art­
ist was locked u p  in  th e  prison-house o f the “cultural body” in which tradition  
is seen purely in negative term s. A nd is it n o t surreptitiously ra th e r than  openly 
th a t o u r own “im agers” in serted  in to  cathedral decoration  details extraneous 
to the  trad itional scenes com posed  o f abstract figures?32 O r, It follows from  
this com parison  o f the  accepted aesthetic and philosophical m eanings o f the 
w ord “p ra m a n a” th a t Ind ian  artists and  m etaphysicians w ere in agreem ent 
th a t it was n o t m ateria l objects, b u t m ore or less a priori abstract types, w hether 
types o f b e in g  o r types o f  know ledge, th a t were worthy of a tten tio n .33

T he typical im age o f the  In d ian  o r orien ta l artist th a t em erges is som e­
one  who n e ith e r engages in  th e  w orld em pirically n o r one, as the nationalist 
w ould have it, who elevates h im self above the visible and  contem plates art 
w ithin a m en ta l sphere . Ju s t like th e  m etaphysical ph ilosopher, the Indian  
artist m erely duplicates the  received traditional types like an  au tom aton. Ab­
straction th en  becom es sym ptom atic o f this p erm an en t m entality  o f rep ro ­
d ucing  “types o f be ings.” All types o f  bodies w hether o f the kings or dem ons 
are rep resen ted  th ro u g h  “characteristic m easurem ents,” w here m easure ex­
ists only to  give fixity to the  types.

If n a tu re /c u ltu re  ac ted  as o n e  set o f coordinates to articu late the “gulf 
[that] fundam entally  separates Ind ian  and  G reek m inds,”34 it was m apped 
o n to  th a t o f th eo ry /p rac tice :

P latonic types are “ideas,” th o u g h  ex ternal to  souls, because H ellenic 
wisdom is a co n tem p la tio n , theo ria . H indu  types are acts; ...T hey  may be 
everlasting b u t they ca n n o t be e ternal; they may be correct, b u t they cannot 
be perfec t.35

It was only d u rin g  M iddle Ages th a t the west came closest to the east. 
W hile in the  nex t phase, th a t o f the  Renaissance, the west freed  itself from  the

31 Ibid., p. 92.
32 Ibid. [my italics]
33 Ibid., p. 93. [my italics]
34 Ibid.
35 Ibid.

2 1 3



D arul D ave-M ukherji

prison house o f conventions an d  o p e n e d  its eyes to th e  w orld, the east re ­
m ained  relegated to “its native an d  p e rm a n e n t m entality” o f venerating  plas­
tic types in  h er arts and  types o f th o u g h t, purely  p ractice-o rien ted  in  h e r  ph i­
losophy. N othing is m ore unusual th an  fo r m an  [for th e  In d ian  ph ilosophers 
and  artists] to op en  his eyes u p o n  the  w orld. T h e  W est, in  general, u p  to the  
Renaissance, venerated  concepts. T he East, though  often  voluptuous, has until 
now despised n a tu re .36

III.

K. C. Pandey and Comparative Aesthetics

W hile “the comparative m eth o d ” used by M asson-Oursel serves to set apart 
the east and the west as d iam etrically  opposite , K. C. P andey  deploys it to 
heig h ten  affinities, similarities an d  hom ologies by assum ing th a t b o th  aes­
thetics an d  philosophy form ed a p a rt o f  a com m on, universal heritage. This 
assum ption underscores K. C. P andey’s in te rp re ta tio n  o f  “im ita tion” an d  its 
translation  in to  the Sanskrit te rm  -  “a n u k r t i . .. th e  first p rincip le  th a t was 
followed by the artists in  their p ro d u c tio n  in  the  hoary  past, b o th  in  the  W est 
and  the  East, was im itation. It consisted  o f th e  p ro d u c tio n  o f a copy o f w hat 
was directly percep tib le  in som e m ed iu m  such as clay o r stone. It is in terest­
ing to  n o te  that the word “m im esis,” the  G reek  equivalen t o f  “im ita tion ,” con­
tinued  to be used by successive w riters on  aesthetics, th ough  each o f them  
considerably altered  o r m odified  the  orig inal m ean in g  o f it, exactly as the 
Sanskrit word “anukrti,” used a t first by B hara ta ,37 the earliest available au­
thority  on  Aesthetics, was re ta in ed  by th e  su b seq u en t w riters, th o u g h  each 
p u t his own m eaning  up o n  it.38

W hat is “m im esis” in G reek equals “im ita tio n ” in  English an d  which in 
tu rn  equals “anukrti’ in Sanskrit. Such a translation an d  a term inological equa­
tion is accom plished by unproblem atically  assum ing th a t they are o f  equal 
sem antic weight and  form  a un itary  co n cep t w hich cuts across cu ltura l b o u n d ­
aries an d  historical exigencies.

For me, translating “im ita tion” o r “m im esis” in to  anukrti o r vice versa 
poses a m ajor theoretical p roblem , i.e. a p ro b lem  o f the  theo ry  o f translation . 
This problem  o f the translatability o f  these term s is itself o f  theore tica l in te r­
est and  m ethodological relevance. Every tran sla to r works w ithin a theo ry  of

36 Ibid., p. 94.
37 An ancient au thor o f a treatise on  Dramaturgy, Natyasastra o f the 1st century AD.
38 K. C. Pandey, Comparative Aesthetics: Western Aesthetics vol. II, Varanasi, 1956, p. 7.
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transla tion  w h e th e r acknow ledged o r not. Let us exam ine the theory operat­
ing  in K. C. P andey’s translation .

T ransla tion  is essentially a m a tte r o f m atching w ritten sentences or word- 
units in  two languages, as fo r exam ple, Sanskrit (anukrti) and  E nglish /G reek  
(im ita tio n /m im esis), such th a t the  second set o f sentences o r word-units be­
com es the  “real m ean in g ” o f th e  first. This theory o f translation can be traced 
back to a certa in  discursive space an d  disciplinary form ation  within the west­
e rn  academ ic trad ition  an d  m ost prevalen t in traditional anthropology.39 It 
seem s iron ic th a t an  Ind ian  scholar in terp re tin g  texts belonging  to his “na­
tive” trad itio n  w ould have any th ing  in com m on with an  an thropologist who 
tran s la te s /in te rp re ts  th e  trad itio n  o f the O ther. However, it is m ore a ques­
tion  o f w hat discursive space a scholar occupies and  of the  theoretical as­
sum ptions th a t are in tern a lised  at a specific historical ju n c tu re  o f that par­
ticu lar discipline, i.e. o f com parative aesthetics.

For m e, bo th  these app roaches o f “the com parative m eth o d ” are fraught 
with serious theo re tica l p roblem s. W hile M asson-Oursel’s m ethodology ends 
u p  polarising  the  west an d  th e  east as m utually exclusive dom ains and as­
sum es th a t bo th  possess a u n iq u e  essence, the second approach  as advocated 
by K. C. P andey  collapses all cu ltural differences and  rem ains caught in the 
search  fo r equivalents o f  those concepts in  the Ind ian  texts which have a very 
specific sense w ithin w estern  aesthetics. R ather th an  subscribing to any one 
o f them , it w ould be m o re  p roductive to first historicise the discipline of aes­
thetics in  its culturally  specific setting  in the west and  em ploy it as a heuristic 
device fo r exp lo ring  an d  theorising  the difference th a t the Indian  context poses.

IV.

Polemics o f “Naturalism ” and Comparative Aesthetics

Critically exam in ing  the  prob lem atic  te rm /co n c ep t “naturalism ,” which 
M asson-O ursel viewed as a p h en o m en o n  o r institution central to western self- 
u n d ers tan d in g , is th e re  n o t a way o u t o f this binary? Is the alternative to this 
possible only in neg a tin g  this position  by insisting tha t there is also an Indian 
natu ra lism  ju s t  as th e re  is an  In d ian  theory o f im itation o r mimesis equally 
valid an d  ad eq u ate  as its w estern counterpart?

T h e  theo re tical p rob lem s involved entail o f a great deal o f complexity

39 Talal Asad, Genealogies o f Religion: Disciplines and Reasons of Power in Christianity and 
Islam, The John Hopkins University Press, Baltimore and London 1993, p. 188.
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and are certainly n o t raised h ere  fo r th e  first tim e. A ro u n d  1966, A rchie J. 
Bahm gestured towards this vexed site o f  com parative aesthetics astutely while 
reviewing Thom as M unro ’s Oriental Aesthetics.40

A lthough en titled  Oriental Aesthetics, this w ork is really a study in  com ­
parative (i.e. East-West) aesthetics. ... [it] a ttem pts a critical evaluation o f 
O rien ta l Aesthetics from  a W estern p o in t o f view. Such an  a ttem p t is fraugh t 
with dangers, no  m atter who m akes it. In  ad d itio n  to possibilities fo r m isin ter­
pre ting  any of the m ultifarious details, th ree  genera l m istakes are possible for 
any one who faces this problem : T hose p e rta in in g  to generalisations ab o u t 
O rien tal cultures, those ab o u t W estern  cu ltu re  an d  those having to  do with 
com parisons.41

It is a ro u n d  the lack o f “natu ra lism ” th a t M u n ro ’s o rien ta l aesthetics ac­
quires a defin ition  and  the d icho tom ous fram ew ork underly ing  th e  com pari­
son between the eastern and  western aesthetics w hich falls u n d e r  B ahm ’s criti­
cal scrutiny. Does M unro ’s naturalism  adequately  re p re sen t W estern  n a tu ra l­
ism? M unro is fully aware th a t “th e  te rm  ‘n a tu ra lism ’ is highly  am biguo­
us.”...N evertheless I accept M u n ro ’s natu ra lism  as a typical W estern  n a tu ra l­
ism. H e makes no  a ttem p t to provide a defin ition  o f natu ralism  in Oriental 
Aesthetics, bu t we can guess what he  m eans from  sca tte red  negative statem ents. 
T hat it is anti-spiritualistic, anti-supernaturalistic, an d  anti-subjectivistic is al­
ready clear.42

T he re lationship  betw een the  west an d  east s tru c tu red  an d  m ap p ed  on to  
the se lf /O th e r distinction is ap p a ren t. T h a t O rien ta l A esthetics is th e  site of 
an articulation o f naturalism  defined  as cen tra l to the  identity  o f th e  west is 
instructive; the fo rm er is assum ed to fall ou tside the  dom ain  o f the  n a tu ra l­
ism characterised as western and  yet becom es the  cen tre  (a negativity) a ro u n d  
which western naturalism  acquires an  identity . W hile B ahm  rightly objects to 
the essentialisation im plicit in  th e  po larised  fram ew ork in fo rm ing  M u n ro ’s 
O rien ta l Aesthetics and  points to  the  com plicitous n a tu re  o f the  re la tionsh ip  
between these polarities, the “th ird  a lternative” p roposed  by B ahm  in the 
form  o f a synthesis becom es p roblem atic. M u n ro ’s analysis is so fully p reoccu ­
pied with seeing differences in  term s o f  spiritualism  an d  supernatu ra lism  ver­
sus naturalism , subjectivism versus em piricism  an d  ra tiona lism .. .th a t he never 
countenances a th ird  alternative .. .and  to  organ ising  a synthesis in  w hich the 
polarly opposite characteristics, such as unity  an d  plurality, d istinctness and

40 Thom as Munro, Oriental Aesthetics, W estern Reserve University, Cleveland 1965.
41 Archie Bahm, “M unro’s ‘O riental Aesthetics:’ A Review,” in: The Journal of Aesthetics 

and Art Criticism Vol. XXIVNo. 4 (1966), pp. 585-586.
42 Ibid., p. 592.
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indistinctness, subjectivity an d  objectivity, function  as in te rd ep en d en t aspects 
ra th e r  th an  as con trad ic to ry  kinds, o f  reality ...43

Synthesis im plies selecting the best ou t o f different traditions and a simple 
coexistence o f th e  d ifferences, w hich is con trad ic ted  by th e  recognition of 
the  in te rd e p en d en c e  betw een the  “contradictory  kinds o f  reality.” It is this 
underly ing  assum ption  th a t ren d e rs  “the com parative m eth o d ” itself deeply 
prob lem atic  w h e th e r deployed  in Com parative Aesthetics, Com parative Phi­
losophy o r C om parative R eligion, i.e. mainly because “o f its claims o f neu tra l­
ity an d  openness w hich th e ir  advocates postu late .”44

From  the  perspective o f  a postcolonial o r post-m odern present, when 
“n a tu ra lism ” as a co n cep t has b een  radically challenged as it had been  ac­
cep ted  w ithin w estern a r t history, it is im p o rtan t to re-engage in this debate 
via a rigorous critique o f the  term s in usage both  in western as well as eastern 
aesthetics. N orm an  Bryson via post-structuralist art history has powerfully dis­
m an tled  deeply e n tre n c h e d  no tions o f “im itation” an d  “natu ralism ” by sub­
sum ing  th em  as culturally  specific sign systems and  arguing  against a direct, 
u n m ed ia ted  access to reality.45

V.

Comparative Aesthetics and the Constructions of “Sameness ”

Ju s t to d em o n stra te  the  absurdities and  reductive conclusions tha t this 
m e th o d  led its p rac titio n ers to, busy in search o f hom ologies and  affinities, 
le t us consider the following co m p ariso n 46 by K. C. Pandey betw een Vitruvius’s 
treatise on  arch itec tu re  an d  an  early Ind ian  text on  arch itectu re  -  Manasara:

1. T he Manasara opens with a prayer to the creator, Brahm a. Vitruvius 
begins his work with a p rayer to Caesar.

2. A ccording to Vitruvius, an  arch itect should  be ingenious and  ap t in 
the  acquisition  o f k now ledge .. .a good w riter, a skillful draughtsm an, versed 
in  geom etry  an d  optics, an  ex p e rt a t figures, acquain ted  with h istory ...In  the 
Manasara artists a re  divided in to  fo u r classes. T ogether they form  a guild of 
architects, each an  ex p e rt in his own d ep a rtm en t b u t possessing a general

Bodies, P ower and D ifference: Representations of the East-West D ivide in ...

43 Ibid., pp. 592-593.
44 W ilhelm Halbfass, p. 99.
45 N orm an Bryson, Vision and Painting: The Lope of the Gaze, Yale University Press, New 

Haven 1983, pp. 37-65.
46 A 12th century treatise in architecture in Sanskrit dealing with iconom etry and archi­

tecture.
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knowledge o f the science o f a rch itec tu re  as a w hole. T hey consist o f  the  ch ief 
architect (Sthapati), the draughtsm an o r the designer (sutragrahin), the pa in ter 
( Vardhaki) and the jo in e r  (Sutradhara) .47

In  his search for similarities, K. C. P andey  glosses over a fu n d am en ta l 
non-equivalence o r asymmetry betw een the  two contexts. W hereas in  the 
Rom an case the  p ro p e r nam e o f th e  au th o r  o f  the  treatise is available, in  the 
latter case, the treatise is re ferred  to by the  nam e o f the  Sanskrit text.

VI.

Beyond the Logic ofBinarism &  Synthesis

I am  certainly n o t suggesting th a t find ing  d ifferences betw een the  two 
cultures is m ore heroic th an  look ing  fo r hom olog ies an d  h en ce  Masson- 
O urse l’s m ethod  is to be valourised over K .C .Pandey’s. O n  the  contrary, col­
lapsing differences located  w ithin the  cu ltu ra l specificities o f any two given 
traditions in the nam e o f g rand  universals such as Beauty, A esthetics an d  so 
on o r erecting insuperable bou n d aries o f d ifferences betw een th e  two are 
equally problem atic. It seems to be m o re  productive to question  an d  move 
beyond these two alternatives. T h e re  is n e ith e r  a sim ple tran scen d en ce  pos­
sible, if that is even desirable, itself b e in g  a frau g h t concep t, n o r  a synthesis.

T he very fact that th ere  is no  one-to-one co rresp o n d en ce  betw een term s 
like naturalism , im itation o r m im esis an d  the  Sanskrit term s, is itself an  im ­
p o rtan t conceptual po in ter. O f course, the  absence o f a w ord does n o t imply 
th a t the  concept does n o t exist. B ut it offers a significant clue to a rich  p ro b ­
lem atic th a t needs to be articu la ted  an d  developed.

It would be too reductive to simply level a charge o f ethnocen trism  against 
Masson-Oursel for his denial of naturalism  o r conscious im itation o f the  visible 
world in Indian art b u t it has to be seen as an  a ttem p t o f one cu lture to theorise 
an o th er a t a time when India was still a British colony. In o th e r words, what 
were the conditions of the production o f the knowledge tha t constitutes Masson- 
O ursel’s representation o f the east-west divide ? How does his colonial gaze 
operate on  the objectified and  m ute bodies o f Ind ian  art ? T he pow er o f this 
gaze alm ost freezes them  in time and  m akes th e ir historical fram e invisible. O r 
for tha t m atter, K. C. Pandey’s unprob lem atic  acceptance o f the term s o f west­
ern  aesthetics has to be seen against the history o f aesthetics a ro u n d  the  m iddle 
o f 20th century when com parative aesthetics constitu ted  a pow erful genre of

47 K. C. Pandey, Comparative Aesthetics. Vol. II, p. 540.
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this discipline. R ather th an  question ing  the polarized fram ework deployed by 
the colonizers, Pandey reinstated  it with an anxious search for the Indian equiva­
lents to naturalism  an d  im itation  in the Sanskrit texts.

However, in  th e  con tem porary , postcolonial p resent, one canno t sub­
scribe to the  obsolete  m ethods o r  assum ptions structuring  “the com parative 
m e th o d .” An alternative c a n n o t be sough t in  postulating the east as a sepa­
ra te  entity  an d  search ing  fo r lost past and  ind igenous criteria, un to u ch ed  by 
w estern contact, fo r evaluating its a rt traditions. T hat would am oun t to substi­
tu tin g  the nationalist with th e  nativist discourse and  result in m ethodological 
insularity  an d  ahistoricality.

T he only way to b reak  o u t o f  the double binds o f the ea s t/ west polarisation 
is to: a) critically historicise first the discipline o f aesthetics as it em erged  in 
the  west an d  the  term s cen tra l to w estern aesthetics, ra th e r than  taking it as 
A esthetics, a given an d  ahistorical, universal concept; b) in  a double gesture, 
to n o t only  p ro b lem a tise  th e ir  ap p lica tio n  in  a non-w estern  co n tex t by 
fo reg ro u n d in g  cu ltu ra l d ifferences an d  the rich, com plicated terrain  of trans- 
latability b u t even to an ticipate  repercussions tha t this problem atisation could 
have w ithin w estern aesthetics. Lastly, the double-bind o f the natural body- 
cu ltu ra l body m ap p ed  o n to  the  w estern and  Indian  art trad itions has to be 
d ism antled  on  g ro u n d s th a t b o th  the  bodies necessarily in tersect in the cul­
turally specific m atrices o f rep resen ta tio n . Privileging one above the o th er is 
rarely in n o cen t b u t com plicit in the  inequality o f the pow er relationship  of 
class, race an d  gen d er. A nd th e  issue o f who represents w hom  at what histori­
cal ju n c tu re  is ultim ately a question  of agency in  the politics of represen ta­
tion. W hen  this ag en t exercises his subjectivity by gazing at the art o f the 
o th er, the  bodies o f  the  la tte r thus objectified con fron t sem iotic violence.
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