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Copyright, capitalism, and a postcolonial critique of Karnatic music 
by Zaũalakshmi Eadadur <annan

<arnaƟc music, or South /ndian classical music, is understood as ͞religious͟ music, deemed to be ͞divinely in-
spired,͟  and performers are seen as embodying the divine. �ecause of its associaƟon ǁith ͞religion,͟  <arnaƟc 
music is generally considered a shared tradiƟonal knoǁledge that has historically been beƋueathed from one 
generaƟon to another through oral teaching. ,oǁever, at the same Ɵme, <arnaƟc music also has a compleǆ 
history ǁith capitalism, having been constructed by bourgeois-naƟonalist elites in the early tǁenƟeth cen-
tury from tradiƟons that formed an inseparable part of the operaƟon of temples and courts. dhis history has 
recently become further complicated. Some contemporary <arnaƟc musicians, ǁhile adhering to the beliefs 
of the ͞religious͟ and ͞divine͟ nature of the tradiƟon and indeed the creaƟvity of musicians therein, noǁ 
raise concerns about protecƟng individual creaƟvity and performancesͶspeciĮcally against unauthoriǌed 
recordings of performances in concert halls and the availability of such recordings on the /nternet ;Waitandy 
ϮϬϭϭͿ.

dhis essay eǆplores the contradicƟons of this neǁ level of interacƟon of <arnaƟc music ǁith capitalism via 
copyright. /nvoking Wolanyian concepƟons of ;disͿembeddedness, / shoǁ hoǁ music ǁas part of an embed-
ded economy before the tǁenƟeth century and outline hoǁ <arnaƟc music itself is an ideological construct 
daƟng from the early tǁenƟeth-century naƟonalist movements in South /ndia. / then eǆplore hoǁ the cont-
emporary market economy represents neǁ forms of disembedding and, indeed, re-embedding of labor, and, 
using Chakrabarty s͛ ǁork on histories and capitalism, / look at the paradoǆes and problems this produces.

Music patronage within an embedded economy

dhe fundamental aspect of the pre-tǁenƟeth-century embedded economy ǁas hoǁ ;ǁhat ǁe noǁ disƟngu-
ish asͿ religious and secular ;encompassing the poliƟcal and the economicͿ domains ǁere intertǁined. &rom 
the fourteenth century, temples in South /ndia served as the space ǁhere kingship ǁas iniƟated, legiƟmiǌed, 
and funcƟoned through invocaƟon of the divine. �s a representaƟon of the legiƟmacy provided by the divine 
to the king and his throne ;�irks ϭϵϵϯ: ϯϳͿ, kings ;and chieŌainsͿ performed rituals ǁith the aid of priests, 
ǁho ǁere mostly �rahmans. �ccordingly, the kings took on tutelary deiƟes͛ names as Ɵtles that reiterated 
their posiƟon as an embodiment and representaƟve of the divine ;Sastri ϭϵϱϱ: Ϯϲϲ͖ Stein ϭϵϴϵ: ϱϲͿ. dhe 
temples contributed toǁard their revenue system through agriculture and irrigaƟon using land giŌs received 
from the state. The patronage toward temple development was a strategy to cater to the agrarian economy 
and to transform dry ǌones into miǆed agricultural lands ;Stein ϭϵϴϵ: Ϯϭ, ϮϱͿ. Doreover, the food oīered to 
the deity, called prasadam, ǁas either given or sold, thus contribuƟng to the larger revenue system ;ibid: 
ϵϲͿ. thile the selling of prasadam contributed directly to the temple revenues, a giŌ of prasadam and the 
right to receive it was seen as a form of honoring royal temple patrons. As Polanyi has argued, the economic 
acƟviƟes of such an economy ǁere based on reciprocity and redistribuƟon ;ϮϬϬϭ: ϰϵͿ.
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Performance arts and patronage of these arts were integral to this setup and were thus deeply embedded 
pracƟces that ǁere seen to keep the sovereignty and conseƋuently the kingdoms ;or empiresͿ intact. �s a 
space for performance and in many cases residence for performers, patronage to the temples was patronage 
to the performance arts. Werformances by music bands and dancing girls, knoǁn as devadasis, were part of 
daily ritual food oīerings to the deity. �ecause the performance of the bands ǁas part of daily ǁorship at 
the temple, patronage to the temples also supported the bands. /n the kingly court, devadasis were a part of 
regular performances, and melam ;literally, orchestraͿ performed during special occasions and fesƟvals. dhe 
king patroniǌed musicians and dancers by aǁarding Ɵtles and giving giŌs͖ the performers in turn eǆhibited 
their talents through performances praising the king ;Zadhika ϭϵϵϲ: ϮϭϭʹϮϭϯͿ. dhe king s͛ cordial relaƟons-
hips with the temples and the performers in part ensured their sovereignty. Together these three spheres 
represented a synergy through which each of the spheres derived power from the other.

Eoǁ, contemporary theoreƟcal ;and mundaneͿ disƟncƟons of the ͞religious͟ and the ͞poliƟcal͟ ǁould not 
alloǁ us to idenƟfy such synergies, leading to an incomplete understanding in the nature of sovereignty in 
these South /ndian kingdoms, ǁhere, also, kings performed the funcƟons of the ͞poliƟcal͟ but derived legiƟ-
macy from the ͟religious͟ domain in order to perform those funcƟons. dhus, the tǁo categories literally did 
not eǆist in such socieƟes because their embeddedness in other social relaƟons.

“Inventing” Karnatic music against the colonial state

�y the early tǁenƟeth century, the colonial government had prohibited all court performances along ǁith 
abolishing patronage in danũavur ;teidman ϮϬϬϲ: ϲϯͿ.ϭ ConseƋuently, performers moved to the neǁly emer-
ging urbanized colonial city of Madras and changed their performances to suit new audiences and perfor-
mance spaces. The Madras intelligentsia, educated Brahmins and upper-class non-Brahmins, “invented” the 
term <arnaƟc music as part of early naƟonalist idenƟty construcƟon. ͞<arnaƟc music,͟  as ͞,indu͟ and as a 
͞religious͟ art form, noǁ emphasiǌed disƟncƟveness and superiority over that of the coloniǌers ;Subrama-
nian ϭϵϵϵ, ϮϬϬϲͿ, having its supposed roots in the siũayanagara �mpire ;historically constructed so and unƟl 
today oŌen seen as the ͞true͟ origin of <arnaƟc music by music historians and musiciansͶperhaps due to 
the eǆtensive patronage music received from those kingsͿ.

Dore importantly for my argument, early naƟonalism built on a hierarchy of a superior /ndian ͞religious͟ 
realm and an inferior testern materialisƟc and ͞secular͟ realm. Dusic belonged to the ͞religious͟ sphere, 
ǁhich represented ͞,induism.͟  ZeconstrucƟng the history of <arnaƟc music in the early tǁenƟeth century 
ǁas then a venture of local colonial elites creaƟng a mysƟciǌed and ͞sacraliǌed͟ vieǁ of <arnaƟc music, su-
perior to European classical music. The process also involved a decisive exclusion of the devadasis ;ǁho per-
formed in temples and as courtesans in ǁider societyͿ as such pracƟce conŇicted ǁith bourgeois-naƟonalist 
noƟons of tradiƟonal and religious ͞purity.͟

dhe premise of the elites͛ naƟonalist movement that constructed the musical tradiƟons of the temples and 
courts in their neǁ form ǁas that of ͞protecƟng /ndian culture.͟  Zecently, contemporary <arnaƟc musicians 
have been raising neǁ concerns over protecƟng their performances in the public sphere. �lbeit these noǁ 
revolve around individual oǁnership, ǁishing to copyright speciĮc rendiƟons of parƟcular pieces of music 
;composed and improvisedͿ. dhe emergence of mechanical reproducƟon and the /nternet have played a sig-
niĮcant role in this, as ǁell as an intensifying aǁareness of copyright issues in /ndia more generally in recent 
decades ;The Hindu ϮϬϭϭͿ. &or eǆample, in ϮϬϭϭ, a prominent musician, d.D. <rishna, argued that recording 
by audience members at concerts should not be carried out without the permission of the musicians, saying 
a ͞Ɵcket does not enƟtle a person to bring in his recording device͟ ;Waitandy ϮϬϭϭͿ.

dhis presents a paradoǆ: the same musicians maintain that <arnaƟc music is tradiƟonal knoǁledge. So no-
Ɵons of individual creaƟvity that are separate from the divine have little salience. dhis can be seen clearly in 
guruparamparaͶthe tradiƟon of oral transmission by a teacher. thile music is seen as the divine, teachers 
are eƋually deiĮed. � musician s͛ authenƟcity of ͞devoƟon͟ displayed during concerts is dependent upon 
their teacher. Thus, the teacher imparts not only the art but also the spirituality; this is the same with North 
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/ndian classical music, as Eeuman has eǆplored ;ϭϵϵϬ: ϰϯʹϲϬͿ. /ndeed, the payment of a fee to a teacher is 
not seen as a ͞ǁage͟ but rather as an appreciaƟon for sharing his or her knoǁledge. ,ence, a performance 
is a display of dialecƟc relaƟonships betǁeen the musician and the divine, the musician and the teacher, the 
musician and the audience, and Įnally, the audience and the divine through the musician.

dhus, to treat a performance as an ͞individualiǌed͟ ;&oucault ϭϵϳϵ: ϭϱϯͿ eǆpression of creaƟvity ;as assumed 
by ideas to copyrightͿ is problemaƟc, an ideological contradicƟon. do understand these issues more deeply, 
they must be conteǆtualiǌed ǁithin the broader ideological shiŌ from an embedded economy ;described 
aboveͿ to a market economy.

Copyrighting: Disembedding Karnatic music for a market economy

�ccording to Wolanyi, through the belief in and insƟtuƟonaliǌaƟon of ͞free͟ market mechanisms, modern 
formal economics ;as opposed to substanƟve economicsͿ undermines the tradiƟonal forms of local social 
relaƟons and transforms them into relaƟons of producƟon and consumpƟon mediated by capital in global 
markets. dhis is the case ǁith copyright laǁs, ǁhich treat arƟsƟc eǆpression as an individual͛s creaƟvity and 
as oǁned by the arƟst. dherefore, any consumpƟon of such creaƟvity must be compensated monetarily. Wo-
lanyi has argued that such a shiŌ disembeds labor from its conteǆts and renders it individualisƟc ;ϮϬϬϭ: ϭϳϭͿ. 
Such a move, he argues, came from the �uropean �nlightenment ideas of individual freedom ;ϭϰϭʹϭϳϬͿ and 
ǁas established in other regions of the ǁorld through coloniǌaƟon ;ϭϳϭͿ. ,oǁever, <arnaƟc music, ǁhich 
emerged in the latter colonial period, is performed and eǆperienced as a collecƟve social eǆperience.

/n this conteǆt, Chakrabarty s͛ ǁell-knoǁn ͞dǁo ,istories of Capital͟ ;ϮϬϬϳ: ϰϳͿ is helpful to understand hoǁ 
copyright laǁ deconteǆtualiǌes <arnaƟc music from its histories by treaƟng performances as individualisƟc 
human labor. Chakrabarty, invoking Darǆ, discusses the abstracƟon of labor brought about by modern ca-
pitalism. �ccordingly, ͞,istory ϭ͟ is ͞a past posited by capital itself as its precondiƟon,͟  and the second, 
͞,istor;iesͿ Ϯ;sͿ,͟  is ͞the past that does not belong to the capital s͛ life process͟ ;ibid: ϲϯͿ. Chakrabarty deĮ-
nes ,istory ϭ as the ͞universal history of capital͟ ;ϮϬϬϴ: ϵϮͿͶor rather, the history of capital that has been 
rendered universal through historicismͶthat abstracts labor as a funcƟon that is removed from its conteǆts. 
dhus, in accordance ǁith Wolanyi, ,istory ϭ can be seen as a deĮniƟvely ͞modern͟ process of disembedding 
͞economy͟ and ͞markets͟ from local tradiƟonal pracƟces ;,istor;iesͿ Ϯ;sͿͿ. �ccordingly, Chakrabarty argues 
that labor in /ndia ͞oŌen entails, through rituals big and small, the invocaƟon of divine or superhuman pre-
sence͟ and that ͞secular histories are usually produced by ignoring the signs of these ΀͚enchanted͛΁ pre-
sences͟ ;ϮϬϬϳ: ϳϮͿ. ,e thus theoriǌes ,istor;iesͿ Ϯ;sͿ as ͞numerous other tendencies in history that did not 
necessarily look forǁard to the telos of capital but could nevertheless be inƟmately intertǁined ǁith ,istory 
ϭ in such a ǁay as to arrest the thrust of capital s͛ universal history and help it Įnd a local ground͟ ;ϮϬϬϴ: ϵϮͿ. 
dhus, copyright laǁs are very good eǆamples of ,istory ϭ, pushing toǁard the disembedding of those religi-
ous and other pracƟces and conteǆts of <arnaƟc music that have shaped its meaning as a performance art 
and a tradiƟon, ǁhich can be seen as ǁhat Chakrabarty calls ,istor;iesͿ Ϯ;sͿ.

Chakrabarty theoriǌes ,istory ϭ and ,istor;iesͿ Ϯ;sͿ not as polar opposites, because the latter constantly 
attempts to subvert the complete takeover of the former ;ϮϬϬϳ: ϲϲͿ. ,oǁever, the disƟncƟon betǁeen local 
tradiƟons and global instrumental raƟonality is itself ideologically constructed, especially insofar as ͞local 
tradiƟons͟ or ͞indigenous pracƟces͟ tend to be classiĮed as ͞religious͟ in contrast to the ͞secular͟ nature of 
poliƟcs and economy ;&itǌgerald ϮϬϭϭ: ϵʹϭϬͿ. dhe religion/secular binary is itself an integral feature of mo-
dern ideology and thus makes Chakrabarty s͛ analyƟcal disƟncƟon possible.

/f the disƟncƟon betǁeen ,istory ϭ and ,istor;iesͿ Ϯ;sͿ is to do more than merely ͞map onto͟ the globaliǌing 
ideology of market raƟonality progressively replacing local supersƟƟons, then it must come to terms ǁith 
the religion/secular binary as an ideological operator ;ibid: ϴϬʹϴϭͿ. dhat the possibility of the ideological 
contradicƟon betǁeen copyright laǁs and the tradiƟons of <arnaƟc music even eǆists is because of, as Cha-
krabarty argues, the idea that economics is a secular and raƟonal science, and therefore laǁs of producƟon 
and consumpƟon should disregard ǁhat is deemed to be religious pracƟces ;such as in the case of <arnaƟc 
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musicͿ. thile Chakrabarty argues that there are mulƟple versions of ,istory Ϯ that cannot be homogeniǌed, 
ǁe need to consider that even ǁithin ,istory ϭ, there is a possibility for mulƟple seculariƟes. /t certainly is 
so ǁithin the conteǆt of <arnaƟc music. Chakrabarty refers to only one type of ,istory ϭ, ǁhich is the ͞secu-
lar͟ history, to indicate the ͞non-religious͟ history. ,oǁever, the latest attempts of capitalism and the labor 
market to moneƟǌe <arnaƟc music through copyright of live performances is but one of many ͞seculariƟes͟ 
that <arnaƟc musicians negoƟate.

Chakrabarty s͛ argument on the problem of universaliǌing narraƟves of ͞secular͟ history is right, in that, as 
&itǌgerald points out, these narraƟves have created ideological contradicƟons among, in this case, <arnaƟc 
musicians in /ndia. Kn the one hand, they understand ǁhat <arnaƟc music represents as a performing art, 
as represenƟng their tradiƟonal cultural idenƟty, but on the other, the laǁs of the market ;and needs of 
livelihoodͿ compel them to break ǁith this tradiƟon and proĮt from their performances. /n order to make 
sense of hoǁ a total takeover by ,istory ϭ ǁould transform <arnaƟc music, musicians must confront this 
disconnect. dhus, applying copyright laǁs to <arnaƟc music is problemaƟc not ;onlyͿ because <arnaƟc music 
is understood as a form of prayer but ;alsoͿ because ǁhen ǁe deconstruct the categoriesͶ<arnaƟc music, 
͞religion,͟  and ͞secular͟Ͷcopyright laǁs deconteǆtualiǌe the eǆpression of creaƟvity through <arnaƟc music 
from all of these histories.

Conclusion

�ttempƟng to situate <arnaƟc music in a parƟcular, speciĮcally capitalisƟc, contemporary conteǆt is proble-
maƟc in many ǁays. dhe art has been transforming over decades according to historical developments and 
yet carries ǁith it certain ͞histories͟ or conteǆts ǁithout ǁhich it loses its meaning. �rguably, it ǁould acƋui-
re a neǁ meaning͖ yet, that meaning ǁould be ǁithin the frameǁork of a ͞secular͟ capitalist economy that, 
even if it does not give a neǁ meaning to <arnaƟc music, ǁould ignore the conteǆts ǁithin ǁhich <arnaƟc 
music emerged. dhus, ǁhile historically music ǁas embedded in collecƟve social relaƟons ;even aŌer reform 
in the late colonial period under a society transformed considerably by capitalismͿ, copyright laǁ is attempt-
ing to deconteǆualiǌe music from its histories and to render it a creaƟve eǆpression of art that can be oǁned 
by individuals, as in the case of the right to private property. Waradoǆically, ǁithin this market economy, <ar-
naƟc music is embedded ǁith a neǁer social conteǆt in ǁhich commodiĮcaƟon of music as a property and as 
a form of human labor takes precedence.

/n describing these ideological shiŌs, / ǁant to draǁ attenƟon to certain patterns in the historical develop-
ments surrounding <arnaƟc music: aͿ ǁhile construcƟng <arnaƟc music from the temple and court neǆus, 
music ǁas disembedded from its then tradiƟons and histories resulƟng in caste-based and class-based oǁ-
nership of music͖ bͿ contemporary musicians are engaging in a diīerent kind of disembedding and disem-
bodiment by attempƟng to copyright <arnaƟc music͖ cͿ ǁhile doing so, musicians are themselves becoming 
neǁ ideological agents or operators much like the /ndian naƟonalists͖ dͿ ǁhile musicians ǁant to copyright 
<arnaƟc music, they also ǁant to adhere to the tradiƟons that ǁere put in place during the early tǁenƟeth 
century, signaling a paradoǆ͖ eͿ Įnally, this shiŌ, from one type of economy to a market economy, is ǁrought 
ǁith compleǆiƟes and contradicƟons, ǁhich if not addressed by the musicians, ǁill only problemaƟǌe hoǁ 
performance arts are learned, performed, and experienced.

Dr Rajalakshmi Nadadur Kannan graduated from the University of SƟrling ǁith a Wh� in Zeligious Studies in 
ϮϬϭϰ and is currently on the CriƟcal Zeligion �ssociaƟon staī. ,er forthcoming publicaƟon is an arƟcle on 
gender violence and religion in India in Sikh Formations.

Footnote

ϭ. dhe postcolonial state abolished princely states in ϭϵϱϮ ;Yureshi ϮϬϬϲ: ϯϭϮͿ.
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