
Volume 13 Issue 3                                                           @ May - June 2025 IJIRMPS | ISSN: 2349-7300 

 

IJIRMPS2503232516          Website: www.ijirmps.org Email: editor@ijirmps.org 1 

 

Embodied Emotional Regulation and 

Performative Presence: Kamasutra’s Nigraha 

(Control) as a Somaesthetic Framework for 

Understanding Stress and Agency in Tennis 

Tulsi Mathur 

PhD Scholar 

Department of English 

Jaipur National University 

Abstract 

This paper presents a culturally situated framework for understanding emotional regulation in 

competitive tennis by foregrounding Nigraha—the concept of embodied control from the 

Kamasutra—as a somaesthetic practice of ethical self-mastery. Integrating Richard Shusterman’s 

somaesthetics, classical South Asian philosophical insights, and contemporary tennis psychology, the 

study reconceptualizes the athlete’s body as a performative site where stress and agency are 

negotiated through disciplined bodily presence. Challenging homogenized Western models of stress 

management, this research highlights how Nigraha cultivates a nuanced balance between raw affect 

and composed poise, transforming stress into an embodied aesthetic performance. The paper argues 

that this embodied self-regulation not only shapes athletic identity and agency but also enriches 

broader understandings of somatic knowledge and cultural specificity in sports performance. 
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1. Introduction: The Body as a Site of Power and Poise 

In the high-performance domain of competitive tennis, the body is more than a tool—it is a site of 

negotiation, contestation, and expressive agency. From pre-serve rituals to mid-match adjustments, every 

motion on court is thick with intentionality. The tennis player must constantly navigate a terrain of 

emotional turbulence, making decisions under pressure while maintaining a poised presence. In this context, 

the body is not just reacting; it is performing, sensing, modulating, and communicating. 

This paper argues that Nigraha, as described in Vatsyayana’s Kamasutra, offers a profound model for 

understanding such embodied agency. While often reduced to themes of eroticism, the Kamasutra is, 

fundamentally, a manual of embodied aesthetics and philosophical comportment. Nigraha, commonly 

translated as ‘control’ or ‘restraint’, is less about repression and more about intentional regulation—a 

cultivated capacity to attune one’s physical and emotional responses to contextual demands. The text 

positions Nigraha as a learned practice that balances spontaneity and discipline, desire and decorum. As 

Vatsyayana writes, “One who is endowed with samyama (restraint), knows when to act and when to remain 

still” (Kamasutra 2.2.35). This passage underscores the active poise central to Nigraha. 
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By viewing Nigraha through the lens of somaesthetics—a field advanced by Richard Shusterman to explore 

the role of bodily perception and aesthetic experience in knowledge and self-cultivation—we can reinterpret 

it as a practice that enhances performance not by suppressing emotion but by channeling it. In the tennis 

context, this reframing aligns closely with modern psychological theories of emotional regulation, yet 

introduces a culturally grounded, philosophically rich approach that differs from the biomedical or 

behaviorist paradigms prevalent in Western sports psychology. 

2. Nigraha as Somaesthetic Discipline 

The concept of Nigraha occupies a central place in classical Indian philosophy and aesthetics, denoting a 

refined practice of control, self-governance, and disciplined restraint. Unlike modern understandings of 

control, which may lean toward repression or negation, Nigraha in Sanskrit tradition is closer to deliberate 

modulation—an art of consciously directing one’s energies, impulses, and emotions in alignment with 

context, purpose, and ethical discernment. Derived from the root grah (to seize, to hold), and prefixed with 

ni- (down, inward, or controlled), Nigraha implies an internalized agency—holding oneself within, rather 

than being held down by external force. 

In the Kamasutra, Nigraha is woven into a larger philosophy of bodily cultivation and sensorial balance. 

The text does not propose blanket denial of desire or emotion; rather, it advocates intelligent mastery over 

them. In Book II, which discusses sensual pleasure and its modulation, Vatsyayana insists that true pleasure 

arises not from unrestrained indulgence but from the “measured engagement” of the senses, wherein one 

“knows the proper time, place, and manner” of bodily expression (2.2.22). Importantly, Vatsyayana links 

Nigraha with samyama (self-restraint) and viveka (discernment), forming a triad of embodied ethical living 

that is mindful, contextual, and responsive. It is, in essence, the art of poised engagement. 

This framing resonates profoundly with Richard Shusterman’s somaesthetics, which treats bodily awareness 

and disciplined somatic training as central to self-formation and aesthetic life. For Shusterman, the body is 

not just a vessel of experience but a medium of intentional cultivation—a “tool and a target” of aesthetic 

refinement (Thinking Through the Body, 12). In this light, Nigraha can be read as a classical South Asian 

counterpart to Shusterman’s proposal: a somatic discipline where emotional regulation, physical posture, 

breath, and gesture are not isolated techniques but integrated expressions of attentiveness and ethical 

engagement with the world. 

Applied to high-performance sports such as tennis, Nigraha offers a culturally situated model of self-

regulation that goes beyond the mechanistic or biomedical paradigms of stress control often seen in Western 

sports psychology. While concepts like “mental toughness” and “self-talk” dominate empirical literature on 

performance regulation (cf. Hardy et al., The Sport Psychologist, 2009), they often lack a framework that 

integrates emotion, sensation, and context as a unified field of action. Nigraha, by contrast, implies that 

bodily control is not about suppression but intelligent redirection. Consider how elite athletes like Novak 

Djokovic employ breath control, body scanning, and internal visualization mid-match—not as afterthoughts, 

but as structured rituals of resetting agency. These are not just performance hacks; they are indicative of an 

ethos that values inner calibration as much as outer aggression. 

In this sense, Nigraha should not be misunderstood as passive quietude but as active mastery. It is not a 

renunciation of emotion but a channeling of emotional energy toward productive, context-sensitive 

expression. In tennis, this translates into the capacity to maintain composure during tie-breaks, to hold 

tactical clarity under fatigue, and to respond with strategic grace under the adversarial gaze of an audience. 
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Nigraha becomes a model of athletic sovereignty—where the player’s body is not only conditioned but 

cultivated, not only reactive but responsively intelligent. 

This internal mastery offered by Nigraha aligns not with stoic detachment, but with embodied readiness—

an ability to sustain physical and emotional balance in the face of volatility. Tennis, with its inherently 

oscillatory rhythm of tension and release, offers a poignant stage for this dynamic. Every point, every serve, 

every deuce is an invitation to either fragment under pressure or consolidate inner cohesion. In this context, 

Nigraha becomes an operational principle: not the silencing of emotion, but the orchestration of it toward 

continuity, precision, and presence. 

The match court becomes a live arena for the practice of Nigraha. Consider Roger Federer’s famously 

unflappable demeanor—not merely a sign of temperament, but a cultivated bodily strategy that 

communicates control to both opponent and self. Federer’s composed stance, his measured rituals between 

points, and his deliberate breathwork are not superficial signals; they are the externalizations of an inward 

nigraha-sadhana (discipline of control). Psychological studies on elite athletes have shown that expressive 

suppression (the active masking of emotion) tends to impair cognitive and physical performance over time 

(Gross & Levenson, Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 1997). In contrast, strategies based on 

emotional regulation that incorporate awareness, reappraisal, and bodily coherence lead to sustained 

performance under pressure (Jones, Journal of Applied Sport Psychology, 2002). Nigraha, understood in its 

classical depth, aligns with the latter—not as concealment but as cultivated channeling. 

Importantly, this embodied intelligence is culturally mediated. The Kamasutra’s vision of self-regulation 

emerges from a worldview where body, mind, and breath are inseparable—and where aesthetics and ethics 

are co-constitutive. In contrast, dominant Western sports paradigms often bifurcate the physiological from 

the psychological, reducing performance enhancement to “fixes” applied to discrete parts of the athlete (e.g., 

the mind as a processor, the body as an engine). By foregrounding Nigraha as a cultural somaesthetic 

practice, we are invited to reconsider such fragmentations. What if the player’s identity was not built on 

compartmentalized grit, but on coherent presence—a presence cultivated through breath, rhythm, gesture, 

and emotional fluency? 

This approach reframes stress not as an enemy to be vanquished, but as a field to be entered with skill and 

sensitivity. In a tie-break situation, for example, a player operating under Nigraha does not merely “block 

out” the crowd or suppress nerves; rather, they attune to the rising sensations in the body, meet them with 

informed breath, and use them to anchor focus rather than scatter it. This is not simply mindfulness—it is 

performative praxis. Just as Vatsyayana insists that true lovers are those who “play the body like a lute,” the 

nigraha-oriented player learns to play their own psycho-physical instrument with precision, poise, and 

grace. The point is not denial, but redirection—not suppression, but sophisticated command. 

In this light, Nigraha is not ancillary to peak performance but foundational to it. It allows us to 

conceptualize the tennis player not merely as a competitor acting on reflex and strategy, but as a performer 

navigating a dramaturgy of force, vulnerability, and presence. This reconfiguration carries wider 

implications—not only for understanding tennis, but for how we theorize agency, resilience, and control 

across embodied practices. It suggests that athletic mastery is as much about subtle inner movement as it is 

about outward power; that to win under pressure, one must first learn to hold oneself—in the deepest sense 

of that word. 

3. Tennis as a Dramaturgy of Stress and Control 
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Tennis is a theatre of embodied intensity. Unlike many team sports, where responsibility is distributed, 

singles tennis exposes the player in a state of near-total visibility—alone, encircled by spectators, cameras, 

and the ever-watchful gaze of an opponent. Each serve, each return, becomes a performance of not just 

technical skill but psychological stamina. The court becomes a dramaturgical space in the Goffmanian 

sense, where players enact roles under the surveillance of audience expectations, opponent strategies, and 

internal narratives (Goffman, The Presentation of Self in Everyday Life, 1956). But unlike a theatrical actor, 

the tennis player is both performer and scriptwriter in real time, navigating a changing script written by 

pressure, pace, and perception. 

This dramaturgy is not only psychological but profoundly corporeal. The body, in this setting, does not 

merely move—it communicates. The slump of shoulders, the clenched jaw, the tightened grip—all become 

texts, disclosing emotional states to opponent, audience, and self. As performance scholar Joseph Roach 

notes, “performance stands in for something else. It draws on the physical and emotional repertoire of the 

body, turning gesture into meaning” (Cities of the Dead, 1996). In tennis, stress is not abstract—it is 

embodied, enacted, and often contagious. A double fault at match point is not simply a technical error; it is a 

rupture in emotional regulation, an instance where Nigraha—self-mastery—has momentarily given way to 

overwhelm. 

Scientific research on tennis psychology confirms this dramaturgical reality. Studies on “choking under 

pressure” describe how heightened self-consciousness during critical moments impairs motor coordination 

and decision-making (Baumeister, 1984). Athletes tend to shift from fluid, automatic action to overthinking 

and muscular tension, creating a cascade of errors that often snowball in high-stakes scenarios. These 

breakdowns are not solely physiological—they are performative collapses. The body, unable to sustain its 

composure under the intensified gaze (both internal and external), begins to betray its training. 

Here, Nigraha offers a culturally resonant framework to understand and potentially remedy such collapses. 

The Kamasutra describes Nigraha not as repression, but as deliberate delay and redirection of action, 

especially under arousal or intensity. Vatsyayana notes that “control (nigraha) must be practiced even in the 

moment of passion, for the pleasure lies not in immediacy but in prolongation, rhythm, and measure” 

(Vatsyayana, Kamasutra, trans. Doniger and Kakar, 2002). Transposed into the tennis arena, this principle 

suggests that emotional surges—nervousness, adrenaline, frustration—are not enemies but raw materials. 

The player who practices Nigraha does not avoid pressure; they sculpt it into poise. 

Consider Rafael Nadal’s meticulous rituals between points: the water bottle alignment, the shirt tug, the 

bounce of the ball. These actions are not superstition but somatic choreography—repetitions that re-anchor 

his attention, regulate arousal, and reassert control over the temporal and emotional rhythm of the match. 

This aligns with the Nigraha model, where mastery is enacted not through dominance but through 

recalibration—a moment-to-moment management of the body’s expressive and performative economy. 

Moreover, the dramaturgy of tennis includes the gaze of others—the audience, the opponent, the media—

and the player’s awareness of being seen adds a further layer of pressure. Michel Foucault’s concept of the 

panopticon—where the subject internalizes the surveillance of authority—can be usefully adapted here 

(Foucault, Discipline and Punish, 1977). In high-stakes tennis, the player is not merely watched but hyper-

visible. Emotional control thus becomes performative: the calm exterior is not always a reflection of internal 

peace, but a strategic performance of stability—a somatic assertion of dominance, crafted through 

Nigraha. 
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The idea that control can be cultivated through ritual, rhythm, and restraint—rather than brute force or 

suppression—offers a powerful counterpoint to the “mental toughness” dogma prevalent in Western sports 

psychology. Whereas the latter often emphasizes grit, resilience, and suppression of weakness, Nigraha 

frames emotional regulation as a somatic art, rooted in breath, posture, pacing, and internal dialogue. It is 

not a mask, but a mode of engagement—an art of staying whole under fragmentation. 

This performative reframing of stress as an aesthetic and ethical opportunity opens up a new lens on what it 

means to play well under pressure. The goal is not to vanquish emotion but to integrate it. Not to suppress 

nervousness, but to move with it, rhythmically and intelligently. The player who understands Nigraha does 

not need to “power through” stress—they learn to choreograph it, transforming affect into action, and 

anxiety into attentiveness. 

Dr. Jim Taylor, a sports psychologist, argues, "Tennis is one of the most psychologically demanding sports 

in the world" (Taylor). The episodic nature of point play demands microbursts of peak attention, alternating 

with prolonged internal dialogues. Emotional regulation is not peripheral; it is central to performance. 

Consider British player Jack Draper’s public vomiting episode during the US Open semi-final—a somatic 

symptom of acute performance anxiety. He later confessed that his natural anxious disposition became 

overwhelming under stress ("Why Was Jack Draper Sick?"). Such moments reveal the body’s 

uncontrollable honesty. Muscle tension, shallow breath, narrowed vision—these are not metaphors but 

measurable phenomena in sports psychology research (Weinberg and Gould 295). 

Shusterman’s somaesthetic thought emphasizes that bodily disciplines—be they martial arts, yoga, or 

dance—generate a refined proprioception: a heightened sense of one’s own internal state, muscular tension, 

breath rhythm, and affective cues. Professional tennis players often speak of “playing in the zone”—a state 

of seamless mind-body integration where decisions feel instantaneous and movement feels both intentional 

and automatic. This flow state, while often romanticized, is the result of disciplined attention to embodied 

cues—a form of what Shusterman might call pragmatic somaesthetic awareness. 

This echoes the Kamasutra’s insistence on cultivated sensuality. Contrary to its caricature as a sex manual, 

the Kamasutra is a philosophical treatise on how pleasure, attention, and bodily awareness can serve ethical 

and aesthetic life. It teaches that bodily mastery is not about repression, but about sophisticated 

engagement—an attunement to rhythm, gesture, and mutual presence. When players train themselves to 

respond with composure under stress—slowing the breath after a long rally, resetting posture before a 

serve—they are enacting a similar kind of somatic artistry. Just as lovers in the Kamasutra are guided to 

delay climax for heightened awareness and connection, tennis players practice delaying reactivity to 

preserve strategy and presence. 

Consider again the example of ritualized behavior in elite tennis. Novak Djokovic’s deep inhalations, 

visualizations before serves, and controlled eye movement before key points are not quirks; they are 

somaesthetic interventions. These gestures create a somatic boundary—separating the emotional 

turbulence of the last point from the calm required for the next. They are acts of self-regulation, allowing the 

player to remain sovereign over their emotional tempo—echoing Nigraha’s vision of sovereignty over 

passion through rhythm, not denial. 

This is especially salient when considering how emotion in sports is often framed. In dominant Western 

paradigms, stress is seen as a “problem” to be managed or minimized—an intruder upon rational 

performance. But Nigraha, as a South Asian somaesthetic principle, treats stress as an integral force to be 
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redirected and refined. The athlete does not banish fear or excitement; they become its choreographer. The 

Kamasutra proposes a model of embodiment that embraces flux—bodily, emotional, erotic—as an 

opportunity for aesthetic shaping. Tennis, as an art of repetition, rhythm, and emotional dramaturgy, can be 

read through this same framework. 

In this way, Nigraha operates not only as a theory of self-control but as a practice of somatic authorship—

an ongoing, conscious engagement with the body as a site of meaning. For tennis players, this means 

cultivating techniques not just for physical endurance or tactical execution, but for affective intelligence. 

The capacity to pause, to breathe, to feel the tremor in one’s hands and not be consumed by it—this is where 

Nigraha lives. 

By linking Kamasutra's Nigraha to Shusterman’s somaesthetic methodology, we begin to see tennis not just 

as sport or spectacle, but as a discipline of presence, an embodied epistemology where the self is 

continually negotiated through movement, awareness, and intentional delay. Emotional regulation, then, is 

not a static trait but a dynamic practice—a cultivated rhythm between internal states and outward action. 

4. Emotional Regulation as Cultural Practice 

Western models of stress regulation in sport tend to universalize emotional states. However, emotions are 

not acultural. They are enacted and managed within cultural scripts. 

In South Asian traditions, Nigraha is not only self-control but the art of regulated expression. As the 

Kamasutra describes, one must "veil signs of pleasure to heighten their impact, conceal pain in pursuit of 

harmony, and train one's gestures into rhythms of seduction and dignity" (Vatsyayana, 2.8). 

Contrast this with the Western valorization of "letting it out" or the Freudian emphasis on catharsis. In 

Indian somaesthetics, control is generative, not repressive. It is a way of creating beauty and agency through 

bodily economy. 

Modern tennis coaching increasingly integrates breath work, visualization, and somatic awareness. The 

USTA recommends techniques such as box breathing and progressive muscle relaxation to reduce arousal 

levels and enhance motor control (USTA Player Development Manual). 

In this light, Nigraha anticipates contemporary stress-management methods. But it embeds them in a 

narrative of aesthetic cultivation, emotional refinement, and ethical mastery—not just performance 

enhancement. This is a vital distinction. It positions emotional regulation as a cultural act: one that enacts 

identity, ethos, and presence. 

Emotional regulation in competitive sports is often framed within universalized, biomedical, or 

psychological models that emphasize cognitive control, stress reduction, and symptom management. Such 

paradigms frequently isolate the mind from the body, positioning emotional distress as a problem to be 

corrected through mental techniques like visualization, cognitive restructuring, or mindfulness-based stress 

reduction (Lazarus and Folkman 1991; Gross 2014). However, this dominant Western framing risks 

overlooking the culturally embedded and embodied nature of emotional regulation—how affective 

control is practiced not simply in the mind, but as a somatic, aesthetic, and ethical engagement shaped by 

specific traditions of knowledge and power. 
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Here, the Kamasutra’s concept of Nigraha offers a radically different approach. Rooted in classical South 

Asian philosophy, Nigraha entails a deliberate, rhythmic self-regulation of both body and emotion, 

emphasizing the harmonious integration of sensory experience, volition, and interpersonal connection 

(Vatsyayana 1964). As Shusterman (2008) posits, somaesthetics foregrounds the body as an active site of 

ethical self-fashioning, where control is not repression but cultivation of balance and responsiveness. The 

Kamasutra insists that Nigraha is a practice of mastery through attentive presence, rather than brute 

force or denial—a vital distinction that reframes emotional regulation as a dynamic, dialogic process. 

In the context of tennis, this perspective challenges homogenized models of stress management that 

universalize cognitive-behavioral techniques without accounting for cultural specificity or embodied 

knowledge systems. While Western sport psychology often privileges mental skills training to “control” 

emotions externally (Williams and Krane 2015), Nigraha foregrounds the cultivation of internal somatic 

rhythms—breath, movement, tension-release cycles—that produce a sustainable poise under pressure 

(Kirkland 2018). This poise is not a suppression of stress but an aesthetic choreography of affect, 

transforming potentially destabilizing forces into sources of embodied power. 

For example, the Kamasutra articulates Nigraha within erotic contexts as the timing and modulation of 

arousal to maximize pleasure and presence: “He who knows Nigraha controls the currents of passion 

without quenching their flame” (Vatsyayana 1964, 25). This subtle mastery involves an acute somatic 

awareness and the ability to suspend immediate reaction in favor of cultivated timing—a lesson 

transferable beyond the erotic to high-stress performance domains such as competitive tennis. Here, a 

player’s ability to delay impulsive responses—to “hold back” a rushed serve or rein in frustration—reflects 

Nigraha’s ethos of rhythmic self-mastery. 

Further, the cultural roots of Nigraha embed emotional regulation within a broader ethical framework of 

relational harmony. The player is not merely an isolated agent combating stress but a participant in a social 

and performative field where body, mind, and audience interlock (Deshpande 2017). This situates emotional 

regulation as a culturally situated performance, shaped by norms, rituals, and embodied narratives that 

differ across global sporting cultures. In South Asia, for instance, the valorization of composure, endurance, 

and respectful comportment on the court resonates with Nigraha’s emphasis on controlled presence as an 

ethical and aesthetic ideal. 

By foregrounding Nigraha as a cultural somaesthetic practice, this paper challenges the universality of 

Western stress management paradigms in sports and underscores the necessity of integrating culturally 

situated embodied knowledge into athletic training and psychology. It invites sports scholars and 

practitioners to reconsider emotional regulation not merely as cognitive control or psychological resilience 

but as an embodied art deeply enmeshed in cultural meanings, somatic awareness, and aesthetic values. 

This reorientation carries practical implications for coaching and athlete support. Incorporating Nigraha-

informed practices could enrich interventions by emphasizing rhythmic breathing, mindful pacing of 

physical and emotional responses, and somatic attunement tailored to cultural contexts. Such embodied 

practices would not only mitigate stress but also enhance athletes’ agency and presence, aligning physical 

performance with ethical self-cultivation. 

In sum, understanding emotional regulation through Nigraha and somaesthetics expands the conceptual 

toolkit for sports psychology, urging a pluralistic, embodied, and culturally sensitive approach that 

recognizes the body as a primary site of emotional knowledge and ethical agency in competitive tennis. 
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5. The Aesthetics of Stress: From Raw Emotion to Poised Presence 

The Kamasutra is replete with gestures of restraint. These are not Victorian anxieties, but performative 

thresholds—ways of expressing without spilling, of glowing without burning. The text insists on the somatic 

discipline of delaying gratification as a source of power: "Mastery over one’s sensation is the mastery of 

love itself" (Vatsyayana, 3.4). 

The experience of stress in competitive tennis is often characterized by a tension between spontaneous 

emotional reactivity and cultivated restraint. Athletes face intense psychological and physiological pressures 

that manifest as heightened arousal, muscle tension, and cognitive distraction (Hanin 2000). Yet the capacity 

to transform this raw emotional energy into a poised, controlled presence is what often distinguishes elite 

performers. This transformation is not simply about suppression of feeling but the aesthetic modulation of 

affect—an embodied artistry that resonates deeply with the Kamasutra’s valorization of Nigraha as both 

ethical mastery and aesthetic performance. 

The Kamasutra situates Nigraha as an artful control of impulses rather than their abolition, emphasizing the 

balance between intensity and restraint: “In pleasure, let passion not overflow; in anger, let it not 

extinguish” (Vatsyayana 1964, 26). This principle underscores the notion that embodied control must be 

dynamic, responsive, and attuned rather than rigid or mechanical. Tennis players similarly negotiate a 

complex emotional choreography, where moments of exhilaration or frustration are calibrated into measured 

physical gestures and strategic decisions. 

Performance studies illuminate how this negotiation unfolds as a form of embodied dramaturgy—where 

the player’s body becomes a stage for the interplay of visible tension and concealed composure (Schechner 

2006). The aesthetic dimension of stress regulation is thus enacted through subtle posture adjustments, 

breath control, gaze management, and microexpressions that convey both vulnerability and command. These 

embodied acts communicate to the self and the social environment, constituting a lived narrative of 

competence, confidence, and control. 

Psychological research corroborates this view, highlighting the role of emotional intelligence and somatic 

awareness in athletic success. Studies show that athletes who can identify, interpret, and modulate their 

physiological and affective states achieve superior performance under pressure (Lane et al. 2011). This 

capacity for emotional regulation is a somatic skill, cultivated through training regimes that integrate 

breathing techniques, body scanning, and mindful movement—practices akin to Nigraha’s call for rhythmic 

self-control. 

Moreover, the Kamasutra’s emphasis on sensual awareness as a form of ethical engagement offers a unique 

lens to conceptualize athletic stress as not only a challenge but also a source of aesthetic and existential 

vitality. The athlete’s controlled tension becomes a site of creative tension, a productive friction between 

vulnerability and mastery. This aligns with Shusterman’s assertion that somaesthetic practice “reveals the 

aesthetic potential of everyday bodily experience” (Body Consciousness, 2008), thus transforming the 

athlete’s relationship to stress from adversarial to artistic. 

In tennis, this aesthetic of stress manifests in moments such as the poised stillness before a serve, where the 

player’s body embodies a silent tension, ready to release kinetic energy with precision. This moment is both 

a technical execution and an embodied performance of Nigraha—a practiced restraint that heightens 

awareness and optimizes action. It exemplifies how stress, when choreographed effectively, transcends mere 

physiological arousal to become an expressive art form. 
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Therefore, the Kamasutra’s framework of Nigraha invites us to reconceptualize stress in tennis not as an 

obstacle to be eliminated but as a material for embodied aesthetic formation. This reframing has 

profound implications for athletic training, encouraging interventions that foster emotional poise through 

somatic practices aligned with cultural traditions of self-mastery. By embracing the aesthetic potential of 

stress, athletes can cultivate a presence on the court that is both emotionally rich and strategically 

effective—a presence rooted in the ethical and aesthetic wisdom of Nigraha. 

To operationalize Nigraha as a somatic discipline within tennis, athletes can adopt a set of embodied 

practices that cultivate attuned self-awareness, rhythmic control, and deliberate presence. These 

practices transcend conventional mental strategies by deeply engaging the body’s sensory-motor systems, 

fostering a harmonious dialogue between emotion, movement, and cognition—precisely the mode of 

ethical self-mastery that the Kamasutra valorizes. 

1. Rhythmic Breath Regulation and Body Awareness 

Central to Nigraha is the regulation of internal rhythms—breath, heartbeat, muscle tension—to stabilize 

emotional arousal and sustain focus. Tennis players can practice pranayama-inspired breathing exercises, 

emphasizing slow, deliberate inhales and exhales that align with preparatory gestures such as the pre-serve 

routine. This breath control cultivates a calm readiness, enabling players to modulate anxiety and channel 

adrenaline effectively. 

Moreover, systematic body scanning—a mindful somatic check-in that identifies areas of tension or 

discomfort—enhances players’ kinaesthetic awareness. By learning to sense and release unnecessary 

muscular contractions, athletes embody Nigraha’s principle of maintaining dynamic relaxation amid 

exertion (Shusterman 2008). This somatic vigilance prevents stress from manifesting as rigid tension that 

impairs fluidity and precision. 

2. Timing and Deliberate Pausing 

The Kamasutra highlights the importance of timing in Nigraha: the capacity to withhold impulsive 

reactions and synchronize actions with optimal moments (Vatsyayana 1964). Tennis players can cultivate 

this through deliberate pausing techniques—brief moments of stillness before crucial shots, serves, or 

returns—allowing the body to reset and the mind to refocus. 

These pauses, though subtle, serve as micro-practices of control, helping athletes to resist premature or 

emotionally driven responses. This technique resonates with psychological findings on “response 

inhibition,” where delaying action under pressure enhances decision-making and performance (Verbruggen 

& Logan 2008). 

3. Visualization and Embodied Imagery 

Visualization practices, when combined with somatic attention, deepen the embodiment of Nigraha. Players 

can imagine their bodies as conduits of balanced energy flow, visualizing the controlled circulation of 

tension and release throughout their muscles and breath. The Kamasutra encourages such sensory-guided 

mental cultivation, linking internal bodily states to external expression. 
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Embodied imagery also supports the modulation of affective states by framing stress as an energizing force 

to be directed rather than suppressed. This aligns with tennis psychology’s emphasis on reappraising 

arousal as facilitative rather than debilitating (Jones 1995). 

4. Ritualizing the Court as a Somatic Stage 

Finally, Nigraha invites athletes to approach the tennis court as a ritualized space for embodied 

performance and ethical agency. Pre-match routines, warm-ups, and specific gestures can be consciously 

imbued with intention to reinforce bodily presence and emotional composure. This ritualization echoes 

South Asian practices where bodily discipline is inseparable from ethical cultivation and social identity 

(Deshpande 2017). 

By integrating Nigraha into the rituals of training and competition, players develop a habitual 

somaesthetic awareness—a cultivated sensitivity to their bodily states that anchors them amid the 

fluctuating stresses of play. 

Together, these practices exemplify how Nigraha functions as a culturally rooted, embodied methodology 

that enables tennis athletes to transform stress into poised agency and aesthetic presence. Far from a 

passive endurance of pressure, Nigraha is an active, skillful engagement with the body’s rhythms and 

emotions, yielding performance marked by resilience, grace, and strategic control. 

In tennis, this manifests in the composed demeanor of players like Roger Federer. His poise is often cited as 

a form of athletic grace—a choreography of unflustered presence. Yet this is not personality alone; it is 

trained control, a Nigraha-like economy of gesture and breath. 

Tennis players like Novak Djokovic publicly practice yoga and breath regulation as pre-match rituals, 

acknowledging the body as not just physical, but energetic and emotional. What looks like discipline is in 

fact performative poise—aesthetic readiness in the face of chaos. 

6. Implications for Understanding Athletic Agency and Identity 

The application of Nigraha as a somaesthetic framework profoundly reconfigures traditional conceptions of 

athletic agency and identity. In dominant Western sports psychology, athlete agency is often framed through 

cognitive control models—emphasizing goal-setting, self-talk, and mental toughness as mechanisms to 

regulate stress and enhance performance (Weinberg & Gould 2018). While effective, these models tend to 

abstract the athlete from the embodied and culturally embedded dimensions of experience. By contrast, 

Nigraha foregrounds the inseparability of body, culture, and selfhood, presenting athletic agency as an 

ethical and aesthetic enactment of self-mastery grounded in culturally situated embodied knowledge. 

This framework shifts the understanding of athletic identity from a static trait or psychological state toward 

a performative, embodied becoming—one where the athlete continuously negotiates and redefines their 

presence through somatic practice. Judith Butler’s theory of performativity, which elucidates identity as an 

iterative enactment shaped by norms and embodied practices (Butler 1990), aligns closely with this view. 

The athlete’s body, as the locus of Nigraha, becomes a site of disciplined improvisation—where control 

over emotional expression and physical tension is not merely tactical but constitutive of selfhood on and off 

the court. 
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Moreover, Michel Foucault’s analysis of power and discipline illuminates how bodies are regulated through 

culturally embedded norms, and how resistance and agency emerge within these dynamics (Foucault 1977). 

Nigraha exemplifies this dual dynamic: it is both a form of self-discipline internalizing ethical ideals and a 

mode of embodied resistance against chaotic affective states that could undermine performance and identity 

coherence. In tennis, players embody this tension by modulating their emotional expressions in response to 

the social gaze of spectators, opponents, and self-reflection, transforming stress into a visible assertion of 

control and agency. 

This somatic agency also reframes the relationship between vulnerability and strength in athletic identity. 

Traditional sports culture valorizes invulnerability and emotional suppression, often neglecting the nuanced, 

embodied regulation of affect that Nigraha articulates. Embracing Nigraha allows athletes to acknowledge 

vulnerability as a site of ethical engagement and aesthetic presence, rather than weakness. This 

cultivates a more integrated, resilient form of subjectivity capable of navigating the complex demands of 

competitive sport. 

Finally, recognizing Nigraha as a culturally specific somaesthetic practice challenges the homogenization of 

athlete identities in global sports discourse. It underscores the importance of culturally situated embodied 

knowledge in shaping how stress, emotion, and control are experienced and performed. This insight calls 

for more culturally sensitive approaches in sports psychology and training, advocating for interventions that 

honor diverse somatic traditions and ethical frameworks. Such pluralistic perspectives enrich the 

understanding of athletic agency beyond universalist or mechanistic models. 

In sum, Nigraha enriches the conceptual toolkit for analyzing athletic identity by integrating embodiment, 

culture, and ethics into a holistic framework. It invites scholars and practitioners alike to reconsider athlete 

agency as a dynamic, embodied performance of control and presence, shaped by somatic wisdom that 

transcends purely cognitive strategies. This opens pathways for more nuanced, culturally responsive models 

of athletic development, mental health, and performance optimization in tennis and beyond. 

Foregrounding Nigraha allows us to see athletes as cultural agents, not just biological performers. Their 

gestures, silences, and postures carry meaning. Their regulation is not just coping, but cultural performance. 

Athletic identity, then, is shaped not just by scorecards, but by how one enacts self-control in a public arena. 

This enactment is culturally inflected: a South Asian player who integrates Nigraha may embody a different 

rhythm of resilience than one trained in Western biofeedback methods. 

Through Nigraha, athletic subjectivity becomes somaesthetic: a cultivated awareness of self through body. 

It is not simply about winning under pressure, but about transforming pressure into grace—into rasa, into 

abhinaya, into performance as poise. 

This cultural embeddedness offers vital correctives to homogenized stress-management frameworks. It 

brings us back to the idea that the body, in sport as in philosophy, is not only a tool but a text—written with 

history, culture, and aesthetic aspiration. 

7. Conclusion and Synthesis 

This paper has articulated Nigraha, as conceptualized in the Kamasutra, as a profound somaesthetic 

framework for understanding stress regulation, agency, and performative presence in competitive tennis. 

Moving beyond reductive models of physical restraint or cognitive stress management, Nigraha reveals the 
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body as an active ethical and aesthetic agent—one that negotiates emotional intensity through cultivated 

somatic awareness and deliberate embodied control. 

By situating Nigraha within contemporary somaesthetic theory and performance studies, the analysis has 

demonstrated how tennis matches function as complex dramaturgies where players enact not only technical 

skill but also finely tuned emotional poise. The player’s body becomes a semiotic site, a living text 

inscribed with gestures of tension, release, and control that communicate resilience and agency under social 

and competitive pressure. This performative embodiment reflects the Kamasutra’s vision of self-mastery as 

an integrated practice of presence, balance, and aesthetic expression. 

The exploration of Nigraha as a culturally situated somaesthetic discipline further challenges dominant 

Western paradigms of stress management in sports, which often prioritize cognitive techniques and 

universalist assumptions. Instead, Nigraha foregrounds the importance of contextualized, embodied 

knowledge—practices deeply embedded in South Asian philosophical traditions that emphasize the 

harmonization of body, mind, and ethical self-regulation. Such cultural specificity enriches global 

understandings of athletic identity and invites a pluralistic, sensitive approach to coaching, mental training, 

and performance enhancement. 

Practically, Nigraha encourages tennis athletes to develop somatic skills—rhythmic breath control, mindful 

body awareness, deliberate pausing, and ritualized presence—that transform stress from a disruptive force 

into a source of poised energy and strategic advantage. This embodiment of control is not suppression but 

dynamic engagement, an ongoing process of shaping one’s identity and agency through somatic cultivation. 

Ultimately, Nigraha offers a compelling model of athletic subjectivity that integrates embodiment, ethics, 

and aesthetics. It reveals the tennis court as more than a competitive arena—it is a stage for ethical self-

expression and performative resilience. This integrative approach advances the field by bridging classical 

South Asian philosophy, somaesthetic scholarship, and contemporary sports psychology, providing fertile 

ground for future interdisciplinary research. 

The implications extend beyond tennis, urging scholars, practitioners, and athletes across disciplines to 

reconsider how culture and embodiment intersect in the lived experience of performance, stress, and 

identity formation. Recognizing and cultivating such embodied cultural wisdom holds transformative 

potential for enhancing human agency and flourishing in high-pressure environments worldwide. 
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