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Kamasutra by Mallanaga Vatsyayana and John Donne’s
Metaphysical Poetry: Reinterpreting the Indian Aesthetics of Love
in Modern Society

Shubhi Sharma
The Kamasutra of Mallanaga Vatsyayana and the metaphysical poetry of John Donne, though belonging to
distinct cultural and temporal spheres, converge in their understanding of love as an experience that unites the
physical and the spiritual. Both texts articulate the philosophy that the sensual, when refined by consciousness
and emotion, becomes a vehicle of transcendence. In the contemporary world, where intimacy is often
fragmented by materialism and haste, revisiting these works through the lens of Indian aesthetics offers a

nuanced and ethical understanding of love as an art of balance and mindfulness.
Vatsyayana’s Aesthetic Vision of Love

Composed between the third and fifth centuries CE, the Kamasutra transcends its popular misinterpretation as
an erotic manual. It is, in essence, a philosophical treatise situated within the Purushartha framework, which
harmonizes Dharma (duty), Artha (wealth), Kama (pleasure), and Moksha (liberation). For Vatsyayana, Kama
is not indulgence but refinement—the disciplined cultivation of pleasure as an art form. The text envisions

love as a holistic pursuit where sensuality, intellect, and emotion are intertwined.

Within the Indian aesthetic tradition, Kama is an integral part of rasa, the aesthetic experience that elevates
human emotion into spiritual awareness. As R. Parthasarathy notes, Indian poetics “does not separate the
sacred from the sensual but perceives both as part of the same continuum of existence” (Parthasarathy 214).
In this sense, the Kamasutra perceives beauty (saundarya) and desire (kama) as sacred energies, capable of
refining human consciousness when guided by awareness and reciprocity. The lovers’ union, thus, mirrors the
cosmic interplay between Purusha (spirit) and Prakriti (matter), symbolizing the balance between creation

and consciousness.
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John Donne’s Metaphysical Understanding of Love

John Donne, the seventeenth-century metaphysical poet, expresses a remarkably similar view in his
exploration of love. His poetry, deeply rooted in the intellectual and spiritual milieu of Renaissance England,
fuses the physical and metaphysical dimensions of human experience. Donne’s poems such as The Ecstasy,
The Canonization, and A Valediction: Forbidding Mourning portray love as both sensual and sacred, locating

divinity within human affection.
In The Ecstasy, Donne writes,

“Our bodies why do we forbear?
They are ours, though they are not we;

We are the intelligences, they the spheres”
(Donne, The Ecstasy 49-51).

These lines emphasize that body and soul are inseparable in the experience of love. The lovers’ physical union
becomes a necessary channel for spiritual communion, mirroring Vatsyayana’s view that sensual experience,
when performed with mindfulness, leads to a higher state of being. Likewise, in The Canonization, Donne
sanctifies love itself, proclaiming that lovers become “canonized for Love” (Donne, The Canonization 36),

elevating human passion into divine devotion.

Donne’s conceit in A Valediction: Forbidding Mourning, where he compares lovers to the two legs of a
compass—"“Thy firmness makes my circle just, / And makes me end where I begun” (Donne, A Valediction
35-36)—reflects the Indian idea of purnata or completeness. Love, for Donne, is cyclical and self-sustaining,

just as Kama in Vatsyayana’s philosophy exists within the broader harmony of life and spirituality.
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Reading the Kamasutra in Modern Society: The Aesthetic Lens

In modern society, the Kamasutra is frequently misread through a purely sexual or sensational lens, largely
shaped by colonial translations that stripped it of its ethical and philosophical foundation. A contemporary
reading must return to its Indian aesthetic roots, where Kama represents not indulgence but equilibrium. It
emphasizes mindfulness, empathy, and reciprocity—the very principles that sustain emotional and spiritual

well-being in relationships.

The Kamasutra’s message, when reinterpreted today, aligns with Donne’s metaphysical understanding that
love must integrate body, mind, and soul. Both texts urge readers to perceive intimacy as art—an exchange of
awareness and respect, rather than an act of possession. As modern relationships increasingly succumb to
superficiality, the Kamasutra and Donne’s poetry together remind us that love, when experienced as aesthetic

consciousness, transcends time, culture, and form.
Conclusion

The Kamasutra by Mallanaga Vatsyayana and the metaphysical poetry of John Donne converge in their shared
affirmation of love as a sacred union of sensuality and spirituality. Both reveal that human desire, when
tempered by awareness, transforms into an instrument of transcendence. In the context of modern society,
where emotional connection often yields to immediacy, reading the Kamasutra through Indian aesthetics
restores the forgotten balance between body and soul. Vatsyayana and Donne, through distinct yet resonant
idioms, present love as the highest aesthetic experience—where passion becomes prayer, and the union of
bodies becomes the union of souls.
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