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ORIGINAL ARTICLE ABSTRACT

This work examines the ethical or moral
imagination of love in AbhijAanadakuntalam,
arguing that Kalidasa structures romance not
merely asemotional desirebut asa mode of dharma
that isan ethical orientation that shapes personal,
social and cosmic harmony. This one of the most
famous play of Sanskrit presents love (srngara-
rasa) asa disciplined sensibility where emotionis
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INTRODUCTION

Abhijhanadakuntalamof Kalidasa considered apinnacleof classical Sanskrit literatureis celebrated
not only for itslyrical beauty and poetic mastery but a so for the profound engagement it haswith theethica,
socia and philosophical concerns. Almost all classical Sanskrit literaturefrequently employsrasatheory to
evoke aesthetic experience, but Kalidasa’s treatment of srngara-rasa (theaesthetic flavor of romanticlove) is
uniquely integrated with ethicd reflection. Thelovers Abhijnananshakuntalamhaveauniqueability to navigate
desirewith responsibility and adherenceto social and celestid norms (Hiriyanna, 1954/1993; Kane, 1974).

Theethica dimensonsof romanceareseenintheexchangeof emotionsand commitmentstordaionships.
Theinitid forgetfulnessof King Ducyanta servesasthemord and narrativefulcrum of thenarrative. Smilarly,
Uakuntala’s commitment, patience and cultivation of virtue during separation exemplify ethical resilience.

Research Questions

1. HowdoesKalidasaframelove(premaor ce[Egéara) asan ethica modeof being rather than apurely
emotional or aesthetic experience?

2. Inwhat way doesking Ducyanta’s failure of memory work asatria of ethical identity and relational
respongbility?
3. How do ecological sensibility, ascetic ideals and cosmic order shape romance as dharma in
AbhijAanadakuntalam?
By raising these questionsthis paper placesitsdiscussion within thelarger conversational canvass of
Sanskrit poetics, ethicsand modern literary criticism.

Literature Review

The study of Abhijfidanatakuntalam has along and subtle history beginning with early European
encountersand reaching up to contemporary anadysesthat examineethical, feminist and cultural dimensionsof
thiswork. Whilethe play iswidely recognized for its poetic brilliancethe early scholarsprimarily focused on
itsstylistic and dramatic quaitiesand often overlooked itsmora and ethica intricacies. A critica review of this
gpproach stuatesthe present articlewithin acontinuum of interpretiveinquiry that highlightsboth foundationa
insightsand existing gapsregarding theethical imagination of love.

Early Indological Scholarship

The earliest European engagement with Abhijnananshakuntalamwas William Jones’s translation
(1789) which introduced the text to the Western audiences. Jones celebrated the play’s elegance, its lyrical
language and the delicate portraya of romantic emotionsbut it largely ignored the ethical dimensionsof the
narrative. Subsequent scholarship by Alfred A. Keith (1920) approached the play through thelens of Sanskrit
dramaturgy and emphasi zed the plot structure, characterization and itsadherence to the Natyashastra.

Twentieth-Century Scholar ship

Inthe twentieth century, scholars began paying much closer attention to the theoretical foundati ons of
Sanskrit literature, especialy rasatheory and theethical questionsit raises. ScholarslikeV. Raghavan (1978),
P V.Kane(1974) and S. K. De(1960) examined how srngara-rasawhichisthe aesthetic flavor of romantic
love, operatesasavehiclefor mord and emotiond refinement. Raghavan (1978) hasemphas zed that did ogue
and imagery of Kalidasa function not only asethical but al so asaesthetic instruction. Both, De (1960) and
Krishnamoorthy (1979) argued that the aestheti c experiencein Sanskrit drama, particularly through srngara
cannot be separated from ethics.
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Contemporary Scholarship

Contemporary scholarshave prolonged theseinquiriesto includefeminist, cultural and socio-political
interpretationsof theplay. R. S. Rgjan (1999) cross-examined Sakuntala’s agency and noted that her ethical
and emotional conduct questions patriarchal assumptions about female inactiveness. Rajan’s analysis highlights
therelational dimension of ethical action according to which lovefunctionsasasiteof moral negotiation and
empowerment particularly for womenin classicd narratives.

Sheldon Pollock (2006) places Abhijnananshakuntalaminawider cultural and political setting that
showshow the Sanskrit literatureimaginesethicd lifeassomething that isdeeply connected to socid Structures,
kingship andthe cosmic order.

Thematic Synthesis

Acrosshigtorica and contemporary scholarshipsthereare severa themesthat constantly appear which
aredirectly relevant to the ethical interpretation of romancein Abhijnananshakuntal am:

1. DharmaasRelational Ethics: Hiriyanna (1954/1993) and Kane (1974) emphasize that ethical
conduct is defined by context, duty and the harmonization of personal desire with relational
responghilities.

2. LoveasMoral Refinement: De(1960) and Raghavan (1978) emphasi zethat srngara-rasa nurtures
virtue by integrating aestheti c understanding with ethical avareness.

3. Memory, Recognition and Responsibility: Rgjam (2011) and Pollock (2006) underlinethat the
crissof recognitionisnot dramatic but wisemechanismimplying mord testing and relationd vigilance.

4. Natureand Asceticism asEthical Paradigms: Coomaraswamy (1916) and Warder (1977) illustrate
that Uakuntala’s environmental sensitivity and ascetic surroundings areessential to ethical developmentt,
suggesting that loveisinseparablefrom ecol ogical and spiritual consciousness.

Gap and Contribution

Under thisstudy wefound that the early schol arship concentrated on aestheticsand narrative structure
and contemporary studieshave examined thefeminist and socio-politica dimensionsbut theethica imagination
of romance as dharmahas remained underexplored. There are avery few studieswhich comprehensively
articul ate how lovein Abhijfianatakuntalam simultaneously engages aesthetic sensibility, moral duty and
socid responsihility.

Theoretical Framework

Thisstudy makesand attempt to place Abhijnananshakuntalamat theintersection of Sanskrit literary
theory, classical Indian ethical philosophy and contemporary literary criticism. Thetheoretical framework is
crucid for interpreting romance asdhar ma and pavesthe path for moving beyond conventiond interpretations
of loveasemotional or aestheticindulgence. Three conceptud pillarsi.e. dnarmaasethica orientation, rasa
theory asmoral cultivation and relational ethicsasaframework for moral identity, form the backboneof this
andyss.

1. DharmaasEthical Orientation: Intheclassical Indian thought, dharma () includesduty i..e.
mora obligation and aignment with cosmic order. Kane (1974) emphasizesthat dnarmaisnot merely
legd or ritualistic duty or task but fundamentally relationd that entail sresponsibilitiestoward onesdlf,
othersand aso the universe. In Abhijnananshakuntalamdhar ma istheethica scaffol ding of romance.
Uakuntala and Ducyanta’s loveisnot aprivateaffair. It ismultiplesteps beyond that in being bound
not only by relational and societa imperativesbut aso by ecologicd awareness.

2. RasaTheory and Ethical Effect: Rasatheory, aspronounced in the Natyashastraand | ater Sanskrit
poetics, offers a critical lens that helps understanding how aesthetic experience shapes moral
Cconsciousness. Y ngara-rasa (3FTR—9) that istraditionally associated with love, beauty and aesthetic
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pleasureiscentral to Kalidasa’s ethical project. Hiriyanna (1954/1993) and De (1960) argue that
rasa functions as more than an instrument of aesthetic enjoyment. In Abhijnananshakuntalam,
esrngara-rasa is deeply entwined with ethical imagination. The audience’s engagement with longings
of Sakuntala, remorse of Ducyanta and the surrounding natural and asceti ¢ settings nurturevicarious
mord reflection.

3. Relational Ethicsand Moral Identity: Athird pillar of theoretical framework isthe concept of
relationa ethics. Rgjam (2011) highlightsthat ethical identity emergesin relational contexts. Hea so
reiteratesthat mora awarenessisinseparablefrom interactionswith othersand from responsibilities
grounded in memory, recognition and attentiveness. In Abhijfidnadékuntalamthe crisisof recognition
i.e. Ducyanta’s forgetting Sakuntala, exemplifiesthevulnerability of ethical identity when rel ational
mindfulness is disrupted. The lovers’ actions affect not only each other but also their families.

4. Asceticism, Natureand Ethical Sensibility: Theforest hermitage (vana) servesasapedagogical
environment whereethica and aesthetic refinement takes place. Sakuntala’s carefor plantsand animals
isan exampleof an ethical ecology. It demonstratesthat dharmaextends beyond human-to-human
relationships(Coomaraswamy, 1916). Thedisciplined lifeof the hermitage cultivatesintothedwellers
kind of self-control and reflective consciousness.

5.  Methodological Approach: Thisarticleemploysclosereading of thetext, examineskey dia ogues,
narrativearcsand scenic depictionsto discover theethica dimensionsof romance. Intertextua references
to Sanskrit poeti cs, dharma-shastra and philosophica commentariestry to contextuaizethediscussion.
Thisframework dlowsfor anintegrated analysisof the play whereromanceissmultaneoudy aesthetic,
ethical andrelationd.

Romance as Ethical Sensibility

In Abhijnananshakuntalam, Kalidasa successfully constructslove (prema, ) not merely asaprivate
emotional indulgencebut elevatesit asasophisticated ethica sensibility. Sakuntala’s character embodiesan
affectivedisciplinewhereemotionisrefined through attentiveness, restraint and awvareness about rel ationship.
Her interactionswiththenatural objectsandliving beings, her carefor plants, animasand the harmony of the
forest hermitage, sgnd that ethical devel opment extendsbeyond humanrelaionshipsaswel. Coomarasvamy
(1916) interpretsthisecologica sensibility asan extens on of dhar ma (€/) into the non-human domain.

Nature and Asceticism as Ethical Contexts

Theforest hermitage (vana, &) inwhich Sakuntala residesfunctionsasamora and aesthetic ecosystem
that offersboth alitera and metaphorical spacecultivating ethica practices. Thespatia andtempora structure
of the hermitage encourages deliberate action and contempl ation which can fostersaconsciousnessthat is
attuned to dharmic principles. Romanti c affection, then, takes shapewithin an ethical setting.

Literary Depiction of Ethical Growth

Literary strategies of Kalidasa further underscore the ethics of romance. The poet employspoetic
imagery, metaphor and scenography to render ethica senghility. For example, thedescription of theflowering
hermitage, birdsong and flowing Streamsdraws pard |l e sbetween the budding emotiona and mord awareness
of theprotagoni sts. Raghavan (1978) observesthat suchimagery isnot ornamentd. It functionsasapedagogica
instrument guiding the audienceto perceiveromance asan ethica practice.

Integration of Srngara-Rasa and Moral Philosophy

S ngara-rasa (3FTR—¥) the aesthetic flavour of romanticloveiscentral tothisethica vision. Unlike
Wiestern conceptionsof romanceasemotiond intengty divorced from ethical consequence, Kalidasa’s trestment
aligns aesthetic pleasure with moral education. Thelove of Sakuntala and Ducyanta showshow aesthetic
joy and emotional tension can blend with moral reflection to produce empathy and uphold dharma
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Memory, Recognition, Kingship and Cosmic Order
TheCrisisof Recognition asEthical Trial

One of themost profound ethical momentsin Abhijnananshakuntalamisthe crisisof recognition.
Thisiscatalysed by the curseof rishi Durvasas. Inclassical Indian thought, smriti (Ffc) or memory isnot
merely cognitiverecal | but afoundation onwhichthe principleof mora consciousnessisbased. Rgam (2011)
emphasizesthat memory functionsasamediumfor ethica selfhood that anchorsindividual sto genera duty,
socia bondsand relational integrity. Ducyanta’s |apse of memory representsatemporary collapse of ethical
awareness, depicting that lovewithout mindfulnessand re ationa vigilancetendstofail itsdharmic purpose.

Memory, Recognition and Moral | dentity

The exchange between memory and recognition highlightstherelational formation of ethical identity.
Theethicd lgpseof Ducyantadisruptsnot only hispersona affectionbut a so thesocid and cosmicequilibrium.
Recognition (sansmarana, F&RYI) isamedium through which mora accountability isensured. By remembering
Uakuntala, Ducyanta fulfils his dutiestowards rel ationship, restores social order and honoursthe cosmic
dharma.

Kingship and Ethical Responsibility

Theroleof Ducyantaasaking providesacrucid palitica dimensontoromance. In Sanskrit dramaturgy,
the ruler’s ethical integrity (niti, 1<) isvery often linked to societal welfare. Kane (1974) notesthat the
mord character of asovereign ruler cannot be separated fromthelegitimacy of political authority. Forgetfulness
of king Ducyanta, therefore, hasramifications beyond personal relationships. Therestoration of memory
symbolizesnot only persona reunion but a so there-establishment of ethical governance. Thenarrative suggests
that privatevirtue and public responsibility are deeply connected with each other.

Cosmic Order and Divinelntervention

Theethical stakes of romanceinthe play are extended to the cosmic plane, mediated through divine
intervention. Theincidentslikereconciliation of Sakuntala and Ducyanta and the birth of Bharata, thefuture
founder of the Kuru dynasty, illustratethat ethically aigned loveis sanctioned by cosmic order. According to
Winternitz (1927/1985) the divine mediationisnot mere narrative contrivance but areflection of theclassical
Indian philosophy. Divine e ements such as Durvasas’s curse and celestial reconciliation arethusethical
instruments.

Memory, Recognition and Rasa Ethics

Theethical dimensonsof memory and recognition are closdly tied to therasatheory. Theexpression of
srngara-rasa in Shakuntala’s longing and Ducyanta’s remorse works as a medium for moral reflection. Hiriyanna
(1954/1993) highlightsthat rasaprovokes both aesthetic pleasure aswell asmoral contemplation. Theplay
demongtratesthat emotiona engagement (bhava, ¥1d) isingtructive. It teachestheaudiencesempathy, aerts
them about the consequences of ethical |apsesand remindsthem about the necessity of relationd vigilance,

Restor ation of Dharmathrough Ethical L ove

Thereunion of Shakuntala’s and Ducyanta al so represents the restoration of dharma at multiple
levels. Their personal reunion signifies ethical maturity. Recognition of Bharata’s legitimacy further strengthens
asenseof socid justiceand cosmic balancethat isrooted in divine approval whiletheromanceitself actsas
agentlemora guidethat shapes behaviour and upholdsthelarger socia order. By linking lovewith duty and
cosmic aignment, Kalidasa portraysromancelikean ethica practicethat has potentia to transform.

I ntegration with Political and Social Ethics
The ethica imaginationin romance extendsto politica philosophy of theland. Ethica conduct of the
ruler Ducyanta or lack thereof, impacts societal normsand thelegitimacy of the governance. Theplay thus
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presentsromanceasamedium for ethical civic education, illustrating how personad virtue sustainsthe socia
institutions. The ethical framework encouragesthe audienceto look at love asrelationally and socially
responsible.

Ethical Implicationsfor Contemporary Reader ship

Act-wiseunderstanding of Abhijnananshakuntalamshowshow Kalidasa weaves ethical imagination
into theexperience of love, presenting romance as adisciplined practicewhich shapesal - persond virtue,
emotional maturity and social responsibility. Through Sakuntala and Ducyanta, the play remindsusthat love
is never only private feeling but a relationship rooted in duty, awareness and a larger cosmic order. The poet’s
careful useof dial ogueand imagery demonstrateshow loveistested through separation and uncertainty and
how thesetridscultivateethica sengtivity.

CRITICAL DISCUSSION, SYNTHESIS AND CONCLUSION

I ntegrating Aestheticsand Ethics

Kalidasa’s Abhijnananshakuntalam beautifully blends aesthetic pleasure with ethical reflection. Love
intheplay isnever just an emation but away of nurturing mora awarenessand responsbility. Throughitsvivid
imagery, lyrical momentsand situations of tension, the play makes S ngara not simply asource of delight but
ameansof cultivating empathy and discernment. Aswefollow Shakuntala’s patienceand Ducyanta’s lapse
of memory and eventual restoration, wearedrawn into an emotiona journey that doubles as quiet moral
instruction, reminding usthat thejoy and pain of romance aretied to larger questions of conduct and duty.

RomanceasRelational Ethics

The coreethica message of theplay liesinitsview of dharma shaped through rel ationshipsrather than
abstract idedls. Shakuntala’s and Ducyanta show that qualitieslike patience, empathy, restraint and fidelity
gainmeaning only inreal human bonds. AsRgam (2011) notes, classical Indian storiesmostly root virtuein
mutual responsibility. Kalidasa followsthistradition by portraying love as something ethically built by both
partners. Shakuntala’s’s steady devotion and Ducyanta’s eventual recognition and repair reveal how moral
character growsthrough interaction, accountability and shared efforts.

Kingship, Social Order and M oral Responsibility

Ducyanta’s role as a king adds a political layer to the play’s exploration of ethical love. His failure to
recognize Sakuntalaand his later redemption shows how a ruler’s personal mistakes carry social consegquences,
echoing insights from scholars like Kane and Pollock that a king’s private virtue shapes the legitimacy of his
rule. By placing romancewithintheframeof kingship, Kalidasa suggeststhat ethica loveisasoacivic duty:
it supportssocial harmony, justice and good governance. Ducyanta’s growth reveal show persona integrity,
relationa commitment and public responsibility areintertwined.

Ethical Implicationsfor Contemporary Readers

Reading Kalidasa today still offers val uable guidancefor anyone navigating emotional and ethical
complexities. Sakuntala and Ducyanta’s story showsthat loveflourisheswhenit ismindful, reciproca and
grounded inrespongbility. It isnot just persona ly meaningful but socidly and even cosmically significant.
Their journey remindsusthat ethical love builds empathy, strengthensrel ationships and supportsawider
moral order. This makes the play’s insights both timeless and relevant to contemporary life.

Concluson

In Abhijnananshakuntalam, Kalidasa creates aworld wherelove becomesboth an ethical practice
and an aesthetic experience. It istested through memory, duty, divineinfluenceand thechdlengesof intricacies
of human relationships. Thefinal reunion of Sakuntala and Ducyanta shows how personal desire can be
dignedwith socid and cosmicorder if guided by respongbility and self-awareness. A bhijnananshakuntalam’s
vision of romanceisfar morethan mere privateemotion. Itisadisciplined, relationd and moraly meaningful
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path. Itsethical imagination remainsdeeply relevant today which offersinsight into how beauty, virtueand
responsibility can shapeour relationshipsand our lives.
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