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Well, my limited memory shan't allow me to chronicle in miniscule detail, the complete lecture itself. This will only be an attempt to record in substance what was told and discussed. I shall be glad if others too pool in from their memory to make this a more accurate representation. 

I may also be mixing up the order of rendition. Please feel free to edit/add/delete/correct whatever part of this. 

My limited vocabulary too severely cripples me especially while having to deal with subjects and topics as these. The comprehension of which itself is difficult and trying to transcribe these ideas which in most part is extremely abstract into the crucible of language is certainly going to be difficult. 

Well, I am attempting though- 

At around 10:00hrs on the 12th of June, 2004, Dr.Ganesh began his address to a gathering of about 35 people, most of us youngsters, perhaps most of us s/w engineers too who had gathered to find out and understand our roots! 

The lecture itself would dwell mostly on the theme of 'Indian culture- what really it meant , its relevance and how in today's world we can derive from this culture, if we can at all' , in its very broad perspective. 

As Dr.Ganesh laid out a framework and outlined the course of discussion, it immediately found all of us endorsing his approach and so the 'lecture' began. 

At the very start, two Indian words that more or less are synonymous with culture and civilization were explained. 

Samskruthi to mean culture and sabhyatha (or naagareekatha, as used mostly in the South) to mean civilization were explained. 

Samskruthi, as was explained, has been derived from the root dhaathu, 'da kru' , like most other related words like karma, kriya, karya, kaarana, karthru, etc. 

'Krithi' means to give structure to or something that has been given a structure, a form. Prefixing 'sam' renders a connotation of this 'created structure' being very good. 

The etymological derivation of the word culture is itself from the Latin word Cultus or cultum which means 'to nurture or tend to (the growth of)' . 

So, culture in its broader sense meant to 'nurture, harbour and tend to the growth of..(nature?).' 

It was also explained how the word culture, in its earlier English sense was also tied up with farming, agriculture and (maybe) horticulture. Cultivation perhaps, by my conjecture, was initially referred to the cultivation of fields and orchards and only later designated the cultivation of peoples' minds and manners. 

In such an understanding of this word, drawing a radical connection between 'culture and cultivation' and the tending/nurturing of natural growth, this word could perhaps be reduced to a simpler equation- Culture= nature+humanity. 

So, culture encompassed in it various and eclectic ideas and frames like that of the artistic, aesthetic, of literature and the spiritual, the last occupying the largest frame within it. 

The usage of the word 'spiritual' in connection with culture immediately drew contention from the audience. 

Dr.Ganesh explained that this word, 'spiritual' was being used per force, owing to the poverty of the English language and it was in essence supposed to mean 'adhyathma'( in Sanskrit). Adhyatma means the (study) 'of the atman or self'. (This itself was dwelt in greater detail during the latter half of the lecture). 

This was enough to assuage the contention and the doubt lay at rest. 

Subsequent to discussing the etymological derivation of the word 'culture', the word civilization was explained more so in juxtaposition to the word culture itself. Civilization is/was a more material and concrete 'development', mostly empirical or factual in its nature. Though civilization ought to encompass the development of human society in thought, manners, art and aesthetics, in common usage, human civilization is perhaps erroneously set against the rest of nature, rather than alongside or in harmony with it. It may have become increasingly common to see human culture as hardly a part of nature at all. In such cases, we could perhaps equate thus - Culture = humanity-nature. 

(Both these equations of culture in their differing perspectives are largely based on a personal understanding and would request that it be validated by all of you). 

In the background of this understanding of these words at least of their etymological and colloquial flavours, the sanskrit words samskruthi and samskaara were further explained. 

Samskaara is a process and samskrithi is the result of this process which becomes realized in the end. Reworded, Samskrithi is the result or what is realized through the process of samskaara. 

Having understood thus, some of the words and their meanings, the discussion then progressed to a more specific understanding of the Indian thought, its approach and the all encompassing Indian Culture. 

The multitudinous facets of Indian culture so contrasting in nature and many of the facets seemingly antagonizing each other, rather furnishes a very confusing picture to most laymen, very difficult to reconcile to. Even those of us who might in whatever small degree felt pride in being a part of this great and ancient culture, have in our introspective times, been confounded by the seeming irrationality of many of its thoughts, symbolisms and ideals, especially when trying to rationalize them in the light of the western systems of science, so empirical in nature and to which alone we are mostly exposed to and tend to repose our faith in. 

The abstractness of thought, sometimes difficult to understand through dialectic, but what may in itself be the very essence of experience forms the crux of all our thought systems and thus our culture. So, culture grew and subsumed in its immensity, everything and every thought until all rationale ended and the proof of logic for no phenomenon was any longer required. This was the self-experiential plane, where and when no proof whatsoever may be sought for the reality of its own existence. For, what proof aside of my own experience can be furnished for my existence? Here, all logic, all rationale, all reasoning ceases. Culture grew out of what was true to experience than what merely was understood as facts through the contriving of reason. The strength of religion too may be inferred and validated by the strength it imparts in realizing the highest goal that culture has laid(i.e understanding the nature of oneself and the self's cosmic solidarity.) 

The evolution of Indian thought centered and grew around adhyatma(or spirituality, in its closest connotation) and in the background of this did all other aspects of culture- aesthetics, art, humanity, morality, even literature and language grow and evolve. Religion too became only a systematic expression of culture and many expressions have grown out of it. 

Culture encompassed in India, civilization (as in material progress), society and even religion. Never was civilization understood in isolation sans culture. Never did culture sub serve civilization but only vice versa and to any right thinking person, this system of holistic thinking seems so much more complete and wholesome. 

Humanity and nature were always considered hand in hand. To be in tune with nature was the substratum of all systems propounded. This was the essence of all cultural thought. The emphasis of human existence, in Indian culture was mutuality and complementarity while in the west it was and has been individuality and equality (in society). Equality can only be a utopian concept and in actuality, there cannot be equality at all- biologically, physiologically, economically, socially or racially or in anything else. Equality, if can be manifested at all is only is Pralaya.
(Society only means an extended group of people who share a common order and lifestyle and could be inter-dependent on each other. This itself is subsumed by culture.) 

Indian culture never stressed so much on the assertion of rights as to the devotion to service and duty. 

For, if each man (and woman) knew and adhered to his/her 'duties', why would there be anybody to cry for 'rights'? 

In such a maxim of mutuality and complementarity lay the fabric of Indian society. In duties were defined the obligations not only to fellow humans, but to nature also, including seemingly insignificant micro organisms. "Jeevo jeevasya jeevanam" - Life is sustained by life only; all forms can only be preserved by absorbing other forms. 

Every life form existed for and out of another. 

But, for humanity to co-exist with nature in perfect harmony offers a paradox in itself. Is it possible at all to live in such a degree of harmonic coexistence causing no harm at all to nature? this assumes the self to be outside of nature) 

Introducing some vocabulary of modern science, it is common knowledge that entropy increases with every action, even something as natural and unnoticed as breathing. Entropy, we all know is a measure of disorder in a system. At least it's one of its usefulness- to measure disorder. 

Clausius summarized the situation like this: the energy of the universe is constant, the entropy of the universe is ever increasing. 

This is a paradox that science is supposedly still groping with- 

I was fascinated, like most human minds to baffling paradoxes, by this for a while and I would be grateful if anybody can throw any light on this - 

I shall put down my understanding of entropy in a few lines - 

The universe must evolve in the direction of higher and higher entropy. Some things are irreversible. 

The universe as a whole then, is proceeding towards its unavoidable fate: the "heat death", i.e. the state of maximum entropy, in which no heat flow is possible, which means that temperature is constant everywhere, which means that there is no energy available to produce more heat, which means that all energy in the universe is in the form of heat. (Then would it be true that the only escape from the heat death would be if the energy in the universe were infinite?). Scientists were (and still are) puzzled by the fact that irreversibility (the law of entropy) had been deduced from reversibility (basically, Newton's laws). Mechanical phenomena tend to be reversible in time, whereas thermodynamic phenomena tend to be irreversible in time. Since a thermodynamic phenomenon is made of many mechanical phenomena, the paradox is how can an irreversible process arise from many reversible processes? It is weird that irreversibility should arise from the behavior of molecules which, if taken individually, obey physical laws that are reversible. We can keep track of the motion of each single particle in a gas, and then undo it. But we cannot undo the macroscopic consequence of the motion of thousands of such particles in a gas. 

(Well, the above few lines were not part of the lecture, at least to the extent as explained now. But, it certainly is something that most of us- 'scientific minds' would want to enquire into). 

Being culpable of causing harm to nature in serving our very existence was recognized and in the same tone was also realized the inescapability from it. A balance had to be drawn. 

The entropy was needed to be minimized, to use a more modern jargon. 

A cosmic order in all processes, natural or devised was recognized by and through our culture. This was called rta. Adhering to, realizing and respecting this would automatically tune the human nature to be in consonance with the cosmic order. 

The purushaarthas were recognized- dharma, artha, kaama and moksha. 

(it may be noted that purushaarthas does not connote a bias of gender. Such maybe the evolution of the language that the essence superceded such anthropological prejudices+. Also, etymologically, it means thus - puri shethe iti purushaha- that which dwells/resides/sleeps in this city(body) is the purusha.) 

Dharma laid the rules, a framework for man to attain and achieve the objects(artha) of his desire(kaama). 

Dharma is derived from the root Sanskrit word "dhri" which means "to hold together" and has a wider meaning than the word "religion". 

It was also noted how unfortunately dharma somehow became equated with religion and in this gross aberration are people finding so much acerbity today. 

Beyond this, was the state of perfection, the final goal of all mankind, a flair which was called moksha. 

All systems of Indian thought(barring a few insignificant ones) have apparently held the idea of moksha as the final state of evolution, though the nature of it and the course to its attainment may be in various flavours. 

In realizing the first three of the purushaarthas has itself recognized the complementarity of humans and nature. Every householder was ordained to perform the pancha yagnas(yagnas, meaning respectful offering). Five places in every house were recognized as slaughter-houses(pancha soonaagrahas). The conception of these pancha yagnas- towards fellow humans(manushya yagna), towards animals(bhutha  yagna) , towards the devas(deva yagna), towards the pitrus(pitra yagna) and towards brahman(brahma yagna) is indeed something that so strongly underlines the mutuality of all beings and nature and of our conception of a holistic universe where the humans were only a part therein and our ‘obligation’ . 

In it we also find the complementarity of civilization and culture. Of civilization being encompassed by and subserving the broader visage of culture. All human desires, even those which in philosophical dialectic may be despised as baser, found legitimate expression and dharma outlined a 'righteous' route to the attainment of desires while also laying down what legitimate desires themselves may be. 

A very simple example of how civilization can sub serve culture was illustrated. Civilization provides material comforts. But, culture is what in the end imparts the very experience of comfort and joy. To sleep, I may need nothing. But, civilization has given me a soft mattress, a pillow, etc so that I create an environment conducive to good sleep. In employing such means to complement our purushaartha of kaama,desire, it becomes important that we understand the cosmic order(rta) and not try to use our intelligence to exploit nature. (of course, its taken so many years for the west to start talking about ecology.) 

In explaining this, another interesting concept of the Indian(even far-eastern in this case) culture was also stressed- Economy. Economy in all things- economy even in body(being isotonic as against isometric in the west), economy of even words and expression. The Great grammarian Panini's sutras in all would take not more than 40 pages of normal print. Such was the brevity and yet nothing was missed. 

What other culture can give us such a holistic and systemic view of things? 

The discussion having dwelled on the relationship between culture and civilization, also touching on many other things in its path, then flowed onto values and value systems. Though many of the things that have been discussed earlier are a part of and do have to be included under the heading of values, values in themselves are something uniquely identified in our culture. It may become hard for us to understand what value means. This can be understood with the understanding of two other things- structure and substance and through an illustration. In understanding water, we may, in all the glorious ways of western science determine its molecular composition, its weight, the nature of its composition, that it is made up of hydrogen and oxygen in a ratio of two to one and also perhaps understand some details of the constituents themselves. 

All this is only empirical and is at best, a fact. This can be repeatedly shown to be true or can be assumed to be true believing the validity of some 'experimenter'. But, of what value is it? The value of it is in the drinking of it; is in its quality to quench thirst. 

The whole of Indian cultural ambit has rested on values than on facts as perceived through the senses alone, for values are what are true to our experience. What becomes true to our experience would require little logical explanation or rationalization. But, in almost all cases, what is true to experience will always find a logical explanation too, in whatever manner we seek to give it, if we ever care to do so. That is, what is true to experience would well be within the ambit of logical reasoning too. 

If my experience endorses the sweetness in sugar, should I be bothered if empirical science 'proves' otherwise tomorrow? 

The structural truth is the sugar crystal which is a concrete thing to comprehend. The substance of which is sweetness. But, how can sweetness be experienced without 'something' that is sweet? In this, an abstract concept becomes evidenced through something that is concrete. We are moving now to a more abstract realm and yet are doing so through the help of the concrete. 

The knowledge of things and all of nature was in the experience of it and therein lay the truth of it too. 

Many more examples of values were illustrated during the course of the lecture. A Jataka tale of king Prasenjit's search for absolute morality and seeking a personification of it in King Brahmadutta was a splendid example of how Indian value systems were placed and evolved. 

The value(s), many times being abstract and something that we cannot 'catch hold of' was emphasized through the example of swaras and shrutis. The shrutis can only be experienced. They ARE there. They cannot be 'shown' to be there in concreteness for they exist between the swaras. 

Another anecdote from the Mahabharatha was quoted- Arjuna who had vowed to kill Jayadratha was impatiently and constantly looking at the Sun, for if he did not find and kill Jayadratha by sunset, he would have to offer himself to the fire. Seeing the restlessness of Arjuna, Krishna says to him, " Do not look at the Sun for its setting is not in your control. And in constantly taking your gaze to the Sun, you are losing vision/focus on the battlefield on which at least, you can wield better control." 

As the discussion moved into abstracts and how the Indian mind was able to cope with its seeming irrationalities, the openness, the acceptance and tolerance of the Indian mind too was underlined. No Indian had any difficulty in 'accepting' crores of Gods, myriad in forms and each claiming to be the supreme. Not only does it underline the freedom of choice and expression that every person was enjoined with, it also is an expression of amazing acceptability and tolerance. 

A simple example was quoted. There are hundreds of vratas we know of and perform. And each of them start by declaring that this particular vrata is the supreme(..vratanaam utthamotthamam..). How can every vrata be greater than the other? Well, it becomes great(utthama) only because " I " am performing it and for nothing else. For, the assurance of supremacy immediately imparts a feeling of greater reverence. 

We have to realize that everything as perceived and conceived through the gross senses are all set in spacio-temporal frames of their own, which implies that the reality and the endurance of it is only within this frame. All such frames, multitude in number, perhaps infinite are all set in a common space and that in itself is limitless. The comprehension of this could well be beyond our limited intellect. The comprehension would be in 'realizing' this. So, the truth, the greatness, the supremacy and the fallacy would all have to be within the limits of some or the other spacio-temporal frame and would be accorded merit or demerit only within it. 

Perhaps it was with this understanding that the Indian mind did not care about details of chronological history (as the West maintains) or to recording the names of persons or to geographical limitations. The ephemera of all physical objects, especially those built through the efforts of man were understood so well that nowhere or at least very rarely do we see memorials of Vyasa or Krishna or Sankara or even of later times, say the palaces of kings even from their period of Golden Rule. Only temples and cultural centers survived to an extent. The importance that was accorded to culture can so easily be seen in this very fact. 

The authenticity of physical existence of Rama or Krishna is of little significance to the Indian mind. For Rama and Krishna live within each of us and is an embodiment of values alone. 

In noting the importance that values were accorded to in Indian culture, the experience of which was of primal importance, the discussion in its course of tracing the very source of all joy and experience then began to dwell on the states of existence - the waking state, the dream state and the state of deep sleep.(the avastha trayee). 

In most of all Upanishadic thought, nature was comprehensively dealt with, not just as perceived, evidenced and experienced through our gross senses in the state of wakefulness alone, but as experienced in the other states too. 

The very distinction of subject and object also melts away in the state of deep sleep (sushupti) and this very collapse of the distinction of subject and object becomes the essence of joy and a reflection of true human nature. The experience of joy becomes the noumenon, for it appears in itself independent of the perception by the senses. But, in such an experience of joy while in the state of deep sleep, when the mind itself dissolves and with it all the concepts of time and space, of the precept, the preceptor and perception and the very ego that is fundamental to all perception, there is somehow a witness which carries the memory of joyful experience. Of this experience, there can be no denial. 

This was recognized as the true nature of man and to become able to sustain this joy always, even while in the other states(which appears paradoxical, though) became the essence of our cultural thought. 

(The discussion dwelled further on this, but I cannot fathom much from my memory at this stage.) 

The lecture will continue over the next seven Saturdays (till July 31st) and all of us are eager to learn everything about our glorious heritage. 

Well, I cannot glean any much more from my memory and I would invite all of you to add to this if I you remember something that's been excluded, which I am sure will be quite a lot.

