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Preface

In every generation, people are born into a world of ready-
made answers. We inherit rituals, customs, and “truths”
from families, communities, and institutions long before
we are old enough to ask whether they make sense. A child
may be told never to step out of the house at a certain time,
or to perform a particular ritual “because something bad
will happen otherwise,” yet no one around them can
explain why this rule exists or whether it has any relevance
in today’s world. Much of what we do each day is not the
result of conscious choice, but of quiet obedience to habits
formed centuries ago, often in circumstances very different

from the lives we live now.

From my own small window into how folks deal with
handed-down faith and doubt, patterns emerge. These are
not strict categories, but simple observations meant to
make us pause and reflect. Most people mix old rituals with

inner questions. Some feel awe at life's secrets. Others



follow family ways without asking why. Family pressure or
fear often guides them. Very few seek grand designs in stars

and nature. Very few trust only proof they can test.

This book is an invitation—to seekers, thinkers, honest
doubters, and even the quietly obedient—to do something
profoundly human: “to think”. To pause. To step back. To
ask “Why?” before we reflexively say “Yes.” It challenges
readers to examine the beliefs and practices they follow, not
because they were handed down by parents, elders,
religious leaders, or society, but because they make sense —

because they are reasonable, humane, and relevant today.

For instance, a longheld tradition might discourage
questioning authority, yet in a modern democracy, asking
questions is essential. The book invites such re-
examination, urging us to keep what uplifts and let go of
what no longer serves. It is a call to awaken our inner
thinker—and to shape a life guided not by tradition alone,
but by truth and humanity.

Across history, fear has been one of the most powerful
tools for enforcing conformity. From ancient times to the
present day, it has been used to silence questions and
maintain control. People have been warned of curses, bad
luck, social shame, and even eternal punishment if they
dare to question or step outside the lines drawn by
authority. In this way, fear becomes a subtle chain—binding

minds far more effectively than any physical force.

When fear replaces understanding, faith ceases to be a

path toward truth and becomes a cage that confines the



spirit. Spirituality, which should awaken wonder and
compassion, instead hardens into superstition, stifling

curiosity and growth.

History shows that every great leap in human progress,
from science to social reforms began with someone brave
enough to look beyond that fear, to trust reason,
conscience, and the quiet voice within. Perhaps true faith,
then, is not blind obedience—but the freedom to ask, to

seek, and to discover.

This work suggests that genuine faith and authentic
values are not fragile; they do not crumble under the weight
of honest inquiry. Instead, they grow stronger, clearer, and
more meaningful when examined with openness and
sincerity. True belief welcomes questions—for truth has
nothing to fear from understanding. Reason, therefore, is
not an enemy of faith but its companion—a light that helps
us discern wisdom from mere habit, compassion from
convenience, and truth from imitation. It allows us to see
the difference between what truly nourishes the soul and
what we follow only because tradition demands it or society
expects it. In this way, questioning becomes not an act of
rebellion, but a form of reverence, the willingness to seek

what is real, not just what is accepted.

As the story moves from stars and cells to cities and
scriptures, the lens often narrows onto one landscape I
know well: India. Here, questions about fear, faith, and
reason show up in very concrete forms—caste and varna,

sacred threads and sacrifices, ideas of Aaryavart, and the



long struggle between self-proclaimed supremacy and voices

that insist on equality.

The aim is not to attack any one community, nor to
defend another, but to ask how stories, shastras, and rituals
have been used both to lift people and to hold them down—
and what might change if we looked at them with open eyes

and an open mind.

When we look up at the night sky, it’s almost
impossible not to feel both amazed and humbled. The
universe stretches far beyond what our eyes can see — stars
being born, dying, and beginning again in endless cycles of
time. In that vastness, our lives may seem small—and yet,
there is something quietly beautiful about that realization.
We are tiny, yes—but we are also aware. Able to think, to

question, and to wonder how it all fits together.

Perhaps that’s what makes our existence so
extraordinary: that out of all the silence and distance of
space, we can ask “Why?” and feel awe in the asking. The
more we explore, the more we realize that we are not
separate from the universe — we are a thinking, breathing

part of its ongoing story.

To truly grasp this, consider the scales that dwarf our
daily world. Earth sits 1 Astronomical Unit (AU) from the
Sun—about 150 million km. Neptune, at the edge of our
solar system, is just 30 AU away, or a few light-hours (not

years) from the Sun.

Voyager 1, launched in 1977, is our farthest spacecraft.
By March 2026, it is only 0.0027 light-years from Earth—a



tiny distance in space. These numbers are not just facts—

they change how we see ourselves.

Our solar system itself moves, taking about 230
million years to orbit the center of the Milky Way. The
galaxy spans roughly 100,000 light-years, and beyond it lie
trillions of galaxies. They quietly shift our perspective. They
remind us that our world is not the center—but a small
speck in an unimaginably vast cosmos. This truth shines in
the famous "Pale Blue Dot" image, taken by Voyager 1 from
6 billion km away. Earth appears as a faint blue pixel against
the darkness of space—a reminder of our fragile, shared

home.

In this immense expanse, the question of life
elsewhere sparks endless wonder. Tools like the Drake
equation suggest that our galaxy alone may host hundreds
of millions of potentially habitable planets. Yet across such
vast distances, even if life exists elsewhere, communication

may remain forever out of reach.

Understanding the universe and tracing the story of its
creation—from the cosmic birth of stars and galaxies to the
formation of our planet and the evolution of life—helps us
grasp our own place within it. This exploration reveals the
deep connections between all forms of existence. Studying
how the Earth formed and how humanity evolved over
billions of years not only satisfies our curiosity but also
reminds us of the vastness of time and the fragility of our

world. It encourages wonder, humility, and responsibility—



urging us to preserve the only home we know while

continuing to seek answers to the mysteries that shaped us.

In tracing the evolution of our universe, our species,
and our societies, the chapters that follow reveal a timeless
truth — progress has always been driven by those who dared
to ask, to wonder, and to imagine a better way. Every step
forward in human history began with a question and the
courage to pursue its answer. This book is an invitation to
join that enduring journey — for anyone who feels that
inherited beliefs alone cannot satisfy the hunger for truth.
It is for those who are ready to think freely, choose
consciously, and live with purpose. May it remind you that
the power to shape understanding, meaning, and life itself
has always rested — beautifully and bravely — within you,
not in any birth, badge, or borrowed authority that claims

to stand above you.

This book is an invitation to continue that journey.



The Beginning of Everything

have been passionate about outdoor sports since

childhood, especially cricket—batting on dusty Mumbai
maidans, heart racing as the ball flies off the bat. Later in
my life, I picked up golf as a hobby, and its calm focus won
me over too. The adrenaline rush from any outdoor game—
chasing a perfect shot, feeling wind and sun—always pulls
me back to the arena. But I never paused to think: what
makes any of this possible! Gravity curves every cricket
ball’s arc, and the swing a fast bowler gets due to the
atmosphere. What would cricket be on the moon, where
the ball would barely swing? Or how would anyone play golf
on Mars, where a 270-yard golf drive on Earth would soar
600-900+ yards with no air drag. Without Earth's perfect
mix of gravity, air, and protection for life, no bounce, no
balance, no sports thrill-just chaos. What feels natural to
us is a delicate balance of invisible forces—so precise that
even small changes would make our everyday world

unrecognizable. This chapter steps back to uncover that




hidden foundation- the cosmic story that began 13.8 billion
years ago, birthing stars, planets, and the world where I

play, you live, life unfolds.

Imagine standing outside on a clear night and gazing
at the endless stretch of stars above you. It is hard to believe
that everything you see — every star, planet, and atom — was
once squeezed into something smaller than a grain of sand.
That is where our story begins: with the birth of the
universe, about 13.8 billion years ago. Scientists call this
moment the Big Bang. Despite the name, it was not an
explosion in space — it was the expansion of space itself.
Everything, everywhere, all at once, began as a single,
incredibly hot, and dense point. Then, in a fraction of a
second, it began to stretch, cool, and take shape. Time itself
started ticking, and from that moment on, the universe
began its journey of creation. If everything we see today
began from a single moment, it quietly changes how we
think about permanence—suggesting that even the most

stable things around us were once in flux.

In those first few moments, the universe was like a
brilliant cosmic soup — filled with pure energy and tiny
particles zipping around at unimaginable speeds. This was
the birthplace of quarks, electrons, and other building
blocks of matter. Within minutes, they began to combine
into simple atoms — mostly hydrogen and helium, the
lightest elements. These were the seeds from which stars,
galaxies, and eventually life itself would grow. At this stage,

there were no planets, no oceans, no life—only the simplest



ingredients, quietly setting the stage for everything that

would come later.

As the universe expanded, it cooled. About 380,000
years after the Big Bang, it finally became calm enough for
light to travel freely. Before this time, everything was
glowing, but the light could not escape — it bounced
around endlessly among particles. Once the universe
cooled enough, light broke free, flooding the cosmos. That
light is still around us today, though it’s so faint that our
eyes cannot see it. Scientists call it the Cosmic Microwave

Background, or CMB — the oldest light in the universe.

You might wonder: if the Big Bang happened so long
ago, how can we know it really happened? The answer lies
in that ancient light — the CMB. In 1964, two
scientists, Arno  Penzias and Robert =~ Wilson,  were
experimenting with a large radio antenna in New Jersey.
They kept hearing a soft, strange noise that seemed to come
from every direction in the sky. At first, they thought it was
just interference — maybe pigeon droppings on the
antenna! But when they cleaned it, and the noise stayed,
they realized they had stumbled upon something
extraordinary: the faint afterglow of the Big Bang itself.

This discovery changed everything. That invisible
“ ” . b
hum” across space was the universe’s oldest memory —

proof that it was once blazing hot and is still cooling today.

To imagine what the Big Bang left behind, let us
picture something simple. Think about heating a cup of

coffee. Even after you turn off the stove, the cup stays warm



for a while. Slowly, that warmth fades, but it does not
disappear instantly - it lingers. The universe works in a
similar way. The Big Bang was like that first burst of heat
that started everything. It filled space with unimaginable
energy and light. Over billions of years, the universe
expanded, just like the warmth spreading through a room,
growing cooler and gentler with time. What we observe
today is not the beginning itself, but the fading trace of that

beginning—still present, still measurable.

Here is something fascinating: that ancient cosmic
warmth is not just out in distant space—it is right where you
are now. The CMB fills every corner of the universe, from
the vast emptiness between galaxies to your own living

room.

In my childhood in Mumbai, I would huddle by our
old black-and-white TV, waiting for cricket highlights.
Suddenly, the signal vanished, leaving only fuzzy static—tiny
white specks dancing wildly across the screen, with a
constant hiss filling the room. At the time, I had no idea
about 1% of that "snow" came from ancient radiation, the
CMB, traveling through the cosmos for nearly 13.8 billion
years—an echo of the Big Bang itself. A faint whisper from
the earliest moments of the universe, quietly reaching into
something as ordinary as a television screen. So, the next
time your TV or radio picks up random noise, imagine that
some of that is not random at all—it's the whisper of the
universe’s beginning, still reaching us from the dawn of
time. Every flicker, every faint sound, is a reminder that we

live in a universe still humming with the echoes of its birth.

10



If the Big Bang really happened, it would not have just
left behind empty space — it would have left clues, tiny
fingerprints written into the fabric of the cosmos. Scientists
like to think of this as the universe’s first recipe, created in

the very first minutes after everything began.

In those early moments, the universe was
unimaginably hot and dense — far too harsh for anything
complex to exist. But as it expanded and cooled, something
remarkable started to happen. Simple building blocks
began to form. From a swirling soup of subatomic particles
came the first atoms — mostly hydrogen, a little helium,
and just a pinch of lithium. That was it! Nothing fancy yet
— no carbon, no oxygen, no gold or iron. Just the simplest

ingredients, the raw materials of future stars and planets.

You could think of it as baking the cake's base before
adding the layers and icing. The Big Bang made the plain
batter — hydrogen and helium — and the stars that came
later would add all the other ingredients needed for life.
Inside those early stars, intense heat and pressure acted like
cosmic ovens, fusing the lighter elements into heavier ones
— the carbon in our cells, the oxygen we breathe, the
calcium in our bones. In a sense, we are all made from the

remnants of those early generations of stars.

When modern astronomers turn their telescopes
toward the oldest corners of the universe — wispy gas
clouds, ancient galaxies, and the space between stars — they
still find nearly the same mix that the Big Bang predicts:
about three parts hydrogen to one part helium. This perfect

11



balance matches the numbers calculated by theoretical
physicists down to remarkable precision. It is as if the
universe followed a consistent pattern from the very
beginning and left the recipe card floating among the stars
for us to discover billions of years later. Not as proof of
intention, but as evidence of underlying laws that continue
to shape everything we observe. Every time you take a
breath, you inhale atoms of hydrogen that have been
around since those very first moments after the Big Bang.
The air in your lungs connects you directly to the beginning
of time — the oldest matter you will ever touch, hidden in

something as simple as a breath.

In the 1920s, a young American astronomer
named Edwin Hubble was peering through the famous
100-inch telescope at Mount Wilson Observatory in
California. At that time, most scientists believed our Milky
Way was the entire universe. But Hubble proved them
wrong. He found that tiny smudges of light in the sky were
other galaxies — vast cosmic islands billions of stars wide. It
is perhaps fitting that he would later help measure the

expansion of the universe itself.

Even more surprising, he noticed that these galaxies
were moving away from us. The farther away they were, the
faster they seemed to be racing into the distance. Light from
them stretched toward the red end of the spectrum, a

phenomenon now known as the redshift.

Think of it like hearing an ambulance — its siren seems

higher pitched when it’s coming toward you, and lower

12



when it is moving away. Similarly, light waves stretch when
galaxies move away, offering a measurable signal that tells
us the universe is expanding. This discovery turned modern
astronomy upside down. For the first time, scientists
realized that the universe is not static — it’s growing, just as
the Big Bang theory had predicted. What this really
revealed was something deeper: not just that galaxies are
moving, but that space itself is stretching, carrying
everything along with it.

Step by step, these discoveries fit together like pieces
of a puzzle — the redshift of galaxies showing expansion, the
chemical composition confirming the universe’s early
conditions, and the CMB revealing its very first moments.
Each piece reinforces the others, creating a coherent
picture that points to a single, awe-inspiring story: the
universe began in a brilliant burst of creation and has been

evolving ever since.

Our cosmos is not merely some random chaos; it
appears as an unfolding story written in light, matter, and
time — a mystery still revealing its clues one discovery at a

time.

So, what does all this mean for us — these vast stretches
of time, the explosions of stars, and the quiet hum of the
universe still expanding? In the simplest sense, it means
that we belong to this story in every possible way.
Everything we are — our planet, our oceans, our breath,
even the thoughts passing through our minds right now —

began in that very first moment of creation. Every atom in

13



your body is ancient beyond imagination. The hydrogen in
your blood was born in the Big Bang itself. The carbon and
calcium in your bones were forged in the fiery hearts of
long-dead stars that burned out billions of years ago. You
are not just living in the universe — you are made of it, not
as a poetic idea alone, but as a direct consequence of the
same physical processes that shaped everything around us.
There, away from Mumbai's glow, the cloudy band of the
Milky Way stretches across summer nights, an awe-
inspiring sight [ never tire of revisiting. Gazing at its endless
arms, | feel profoundly humbled by the universe's vastness—
13.8 billion years of expansion, stars forged in ancient
furnaces, all dwarfing our tiny existence—yet thrilled that
we, specks of stardust, can ponder it all. This sense of
wonder reflects the broader story of the universe from a
singular point to cosmic immensity, reminding us we are
not just observers, but conscious threads in its ongoing

embroidery.

The Big Bang is far more than a scientific theory
written in dense textbooks; it is a reminder that everything
is connected. The universe is not some distant place above
our heads — it’s part of us, and we are part of it. In a sense,
we are the universe becoming aware of itself, able to look
back and ask: “How did all this begin?” That ability — to
wonder — might just be the universe’s most extraordinary

creation.

When you gaze at a clear night sky, the light reaching
your eyes is not from “now” — it is ancient history arriving

late. Some stars you see began their journey billions of years

14



ago, long before Earth or even our Sun existed. Other light
comes from much farther — from galaxies so distant that
their glow has been traveling across space since shortly after
the Big Bang itself. Starlight and galaxy light are time
capsules, messages from the past crossing unimaginable
distances to remind you just how vast and deep this cosmic
story really stretches. Every point of light above you is a
window into yesterday — glowing with the memory of

creation.

Take MoM-z14, the most distant galaxy astronomers
have ever discovered. Spotted by the James Webb Space
Telescope in 2025, its light began traveling 280 million
years after the Big Bang — over 13.5 billion years ago. That
means that when observed through powerful telescopes,
you're seeing a baby galaxy from when the universe was still
in its infancy, just a cosmic toddler learning to form stars.
Scientists were stunned: this galaxy is surprisingly bright
and massive, challenging everything we thought we knew
about how quickly galaxies could form. Its light has crossed
nearly the entire history of time to reach us, stretching and
reddening along the way, proving that the universe’s story
is still unfolding in ways we are only beginning to

understand.

The story of the universe is not frozen in the past. The
Big Bang was not just a one-time event — it was the starting
point of an ongoing journey. The universe is still
expanding, still changing, still creating new stars, worlds,
and possibilities, and in its own small but beautiful way, so

are we. Each time we learn something new, ask a question,

15



or look at the world with wonder, we continue the story

that began 13.8 billion years ago.

Perhaps that is the most inspiring lesson of all:
creation never truly stopped. It is happening right now —
in galaxies forming in deep space, in trees unfolding their
leaves toward the sun, and in every human mind that dares
to dream, seek, and understand. We are part of the same
cosmic heartbeat that began at the dawn of time, and every
new idea, every act of kindness, every spark of imagination

adds a new line to the universe’s never-ending story.

16



A Rare World in a Wild
Universe

Earth’s story begins on a dark, silent stage in space about
4.5 billion years ago, when our young Sun was
surrounded by a huge, flat cloud of gas and dust called the
solar nebula. At first, this cloud would not have looked
special—just a faint band of material left over from the
Sun’s birth, drifting quietly in space. But every grain of dust
inside it was made of atoms created long ago in exploding
stars: carbon, oxygen, silicon, iron, and more, the same
ingredients that now make up rocks, air, water, and living
bodies on Earth. Scientists work out Earth’s age, about 4.54
billion years, by dating the oldest meteorites, which formed
at the same time as the planets and act like “birth

certificates” for the solar system.

Inside this spinning disk, tiny dust grains, smaller than
grains of sand, orbited the Sun at slightly different speeds,
so they kept bumping into each other. Many of these

17



bumps were gentle, and instead of bouncing apart, the
particles stuck together because of tiny electric charges on
their surfaces. Over a very long time, these grains grew into
larger and larger clumps: first like powder, then like
pebbles, then like rocks and boulders. Once these bodies
became big enough—kilometers across—their own gravity
helped them pull in more material, turning them into
“planetesimals,” which were like small, baby planets. One
interesting detail is that many meteorites that fall on Earth
today are broken pieces of such ancient planetesimals, and
some are older than any rock that still survives on Earth’s
surface. Over millions of years, constant crashes and
mergers between these early worlds allowed a few to grow
much larger; in one of the inner orbits, a growing

protoplanet gradually became what we now call Earth.

Scientists piece together this early story not just from
math and models, but from real clues in meteorites—space
rocks that have survived billions of years and landed on
Earth. One key type, called chondrites, contains tiny round
grains known as chondrules and even older calcium-
aluminum-rich inclusions (CAls). These bits formed in the
intense heat of the young solar nebula, just after the sun

ignited.

Researchers date them by measuring radioactive
elements and their decay products—natural "clocks" that
tick at known rates. For example, uranium slowly turns into
lead; by checking the ratio, they calculate age, like counting
candle wax to see how long a candle burned. This reveals

when the materials cooled and solidified, pinpointing the
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solar system's start at about 4.57 billion years ago, when
Earth began to take shape. In a museum, a labeled
"primitive meteorite" lets you hold solid pieces from before

Earth fully formed—a tangible link to our origins

As the early Earth grew, gravity pulled in more and
more rocks, and every impact released a huge amount of
energy as heat. At the same time, shortlived radioactive
elements such as aluminum-26, and later longer-lived ones
like uranium and thorium, decayed inside the planet and
added even more heat. Because of this, much of the young
Earth was at least partly molten, more like a glowing ball of
thick, moving rock than the solid world we see now. Like a
pot of soup on the stove: denser pieces sink while the
lighter fats rise, and the whole mixture slowly sorts itself
into layers, heavy metals such as iron and nickel began to
sink toward the middle of the planet, while lighter, rocky
materials rose outward, in a slow sorting process called

differentiation.

This sorting changed Earth forever. The sinking iron
and nickel formed a central core, with a solid inner part
and a liquid outer part, wrapped in a thick rocky mantle
and covered by a thinner solid crust at the surface. The
liquid outer core is always moving. Hot metal rises and
cooler metal sinks, forming flowing currents, and these
moving metals produce electric currents. This process
powers a “geodynamo” that builds Earth’s magnetic field,
an invisible shield that surrounds the planet and pushes
away many of the charged particles that stream out from
the Sun. Without this field, the solar wind could slowly

19



blow much of our air into space, and the surface would be
exposed to far higher levels of harmful radiation—as
happened on Mars, our smaller neighbor. Mars once had a
molten core and magnetic field, but it cooled too quickly
and lost the dynamo around 4 billion years ago. With no
shield, solar wind stripped away most of its thick
atmosphere and water over time, leaving a thin, dry air
today. A nice everyday sign of this shield is the aurora, or
northern and southern lights, where some particles still
manage to spiral down along magnetic field lines and make
the upper air glow in shifting curtains of color. What we
call a beautiful light show is, in a way, visible evidence of a

much deeper protection.

The formation of a crust also meant the Earth now
had a solid surface where continents, oceans, and, much
later, living things could develop. The first crust was
probably thin and fragile, broken and melted again by
strong volcanism and frequent big impacts. Over time,
however, some pieces became thicker and more buoyant
and could survive longer, turning into the first “seeds” of
continents, called cratons. Tiny, extremely tough crystals
called zircons, found in very old rocks in Western Australia
and other places, have been dated to more than 4.3 billion
years old and show that some solid crust existed
surprisingly early in Earth’s history. Even more surprising,
some of these zircons carry chemical hints that they formed
in the presence of liquid water, which suggests there may
already have been oceans or at least long-lasting water on

the surface during these very early times.

20



Even as the crust and core took shape, the young Earth
faced a long and dangerous period of constant
bombardment from space. Between about 4.1 and 3.8
billion years ago, the inner solar system went through what
scientists call the Late Heavy Bombardment, when many
asteroids and comets were thrown onto unstable paths and
crashed into the planets. If you could watch Earth, then
you would see frequent huge fireballs as big rocks slammed
into the surface, digging craters hundreds of kilometers
wide and sending clouds of molten rock and vapor high
into the sky. Some of the largest impacts were powerful
enough to melt large parts of the crust and maybe even boil

away early oceans or atmospheres, at least for a time.

On Earth, most of the clear traces of this violent time
have been erased because plate tectonics and erosion keep
recycling and reshaping the surface. The Moon, by contrast,
has no weather and no active plate tectonics, so its ancient
surface still carries many scars from those impacts. When
astronauts brought back rocks from the Moon during the
Apollo missions, scientists found that many of them had
ages that clustered around the time of the suspected
bombardment, supporting the idea that both Earth and
Moon were hit heavily in that era. Planetary scientists even
count craters on different parts of the Moon to estimate
ages: surfaces with more craters are older, while smoother,
darker lava plains with fewer craters are younger and show

that the Moon also had volcanic activity long after its birth.

These impacts were not only destructive; they also

helped build the planet we know. Many asteroids and
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comets carry water ice and simple organic molecules, such
as amino acids and other carbon-based compounds, and
when they struck Earth, they delivered some of these
materials to the surface. Meteorites that scientists study
today often contain water locked in minerals, as well as a
rich mix of elements and organic matter, showing that
space rocks are more like “care packages” of building blocks
than just dead stones. Some of the largest ancient impacts
on Earth are even linked with huge mineral deposits; for
instance, one famous impact structure in South Africa is
associated with the world’s biggest known gold reserves, a
reminder that cosmic violence can also leave behind useful

resources.

Among all the collisions in Earth’s early days, one
stands out as especially important: the impact that likely
formed the Moon. The most widely accepted idea, called
the Giant Impact Hypothesis, says that a body about the
size of Mars, which scientists call Theia, crashed into the
young Earth more than 4.5 billion years ago. The impactor
was named “Theia” after a Titaness in Greek myth who was
the mother of Selene, the Moon, linking ancient stories
with modern science in a poetic way. At that time, Earth
was still very hot and partly molten, so the collision was like
two soft, glowing balls hitting each other, not two hard,
solid rocks. The impact was so powerful that it threw a huge
amount of melted and vaporized rock into orbit around
Earth, creating a ring or disk of debris. Over time, gravity
pulled this material together, and the clumps merged into

a single large body: the Moon. Recent computer
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simulations even suggest that the Moon may have formed
much faster than once thought, possibly in a timescale of
hours to days after the impact, though scientists are still

testing these ideas.

The chemical evidence strongly supports a shared
history between Earth and Moon. When scientists compare
the isotopes—different versions of elements like oxygen—in
lunar rocks and Earth’s rocks, they find that they are almost
identical, which is unlikely if the Moon had formed far
away and been captured later. The Moon also has much less
iron as compared to the Earth and no large iron core, which
fits the idea that it formed mostly from the lighter outer
layers of Earth and Theia rather than their deep metallic
core. Some new research even suggests that pieces of Theia
may still exist deep inside Earth as very dense regions in the
mantle, discovered by studying how earthquake waves

travel through the planet.

This giant impact did more than just give Earth a
bright companion in the sky. It sped up Earth's spin to
about 5 hours a day (now slowed to 24 by tidal friction) and
set our axis tilt at roughly 23.5 degrees—the key to our
predictable seasons, with summer sun high and winter low.
Without the Moon's steady pull, Earth's tilt could wobble
wildly (like Mars' does, swinging 0-60 degrees), causing
extreme climate swings: scorching poles one era, frozen
equator the next, disrupting ecosystems and agriculture we
rely on today. The Moon also drags Earth's oceans into
tides twice daily, mixing nutrientrich coastal waters that

support fish stocks feeding billions and oxygenating
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sediments for marine life. Early on, vast tides (Moon was
15x closer) eroded land, flooding primordial pools with
minerals—cradles where chemicals likely sparked life's first
steps, from simple cells to us. Tides still drive animal
rhythms: sea turtles time egg-laying to high tide for safe
hatches; grunion fish spawn in wet sand. Even human
calendars, fishing, and navigation sync to lunar cycles.
Today, the Moon lights nights (pre-electricity navigation
aid), inspires cultures, and stabilizes our "Goldilocks"
world—just right for farms, cities, and breathable air. Far
from being mere decoration, the Moon has been one of the
quiet forces helping make Earth a stable home for complex
life. What seems ordinary in the night sky turns out to be
woven deeply into the story of why this planet works as it

does.

As the big impacts became less frequent and Earth
cooled further, the planet entered a new phase: it started to
build a lasting atmosphere and oceans. At the very
beginning, Earth may have had a thin “first” atmosphere
made mostly of very light gases such as hydrogen and
helium, but these were quickly lost to space because they
could easily escape Earth’s gravity and because the young
Sun’s intense radiation blasted them away. A thicker
“second” atmosphere formed as powerful volcanoes
erupted again and again, releasing large amounts of water
vapor, carbon dioxide, nitrogen, sulfur gases and other
compounds from deep inside the planet. This volcanic

outgassing slowly filled the sky with steam and greenhouse
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gases, creating a hot, dense atmosphere quite different from

the air we breathe today.

At first, this atmosphere would have been very warm
and cloudy, with thick layers of steam and ash blocking
much of the Sun’s light. But as Earth’s surface cooled,
water vapor began to condense into raindrops, and
immense rainstorms fell repeatedly for thousands or
millions of years. The water collected in low places, filling
basins to form the first long-lasting lakes and oceans, and
slowly turning Earth into a blue planet as we see it today
from space. Meanwhile, icy comets and water-rich asteroids
continued to strike Earth and likely added more water and
gases, increasing the amount of liquid and shaping the
chemistry of both the oceans and the air. The early oceans
were probably warm and rich in dissolved minerals, with
lots of carbon dioxide and other chemicals leached from
the young crust by heavy rain and underwater volcanic

vents.

Several clues tell us how old Earth’s water is and where
it came from. Very ancient rocks and minerals, including
some of those old zircons, show signs that liquid water was
present on Earth’s surface at least 3.8 billion years ago and
perhaps even earlier. The ratio of a heavy form of hydrogen
called deuterium to ordinary hydrogen in Earth’s oceans is
similar to that in certain types of meteorites known as
carbonaceous chondrites, suggesting that a good portion of
Earth’s water came from such objects. However, models
also show that a lot of water could have been part of the

original building blocks of Earth and released as steam by
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volcanoes before cooling to form oceans, so the true story
is likely a mix of both sources. An interesting detail is that
by studying very small differences in hydrogen isotopes,
scientists can track how water has moved between the air,
oceans, rocks, and even space over billions of years, turning
something as simple as a glass of water into a record of

Earth’s deep past.

Earth's early air changed slowly. At first, it had almost
no free oxygen. Instead, it was full of gases like carbon
dioxide, nitrogen, methane, and water vapor—very different
from today's oxygen-rich air. This "reducing" atmosphere let
special chemical reactions happen, ones that could build
the first complex molecules for life. Only later, when simple
life learned photosynthesis and started pumping out
oxygen, did air levels rise. This sparked the Great

Oxidation Event, opening a whole new chapter for Earth

By the time this long, fiery, and stormy beginning had
passed, Earth was no longer just a hot ball of rock being
hammered by space debris. It had become a complex,
living-ready world with a layered interior, a strong magnetic
field, a solid but changing crust, wide oceans, and a thick,
evolving atmosphere. All these parts—the rocks below, the
water on the surface, the air above, and soon the living
things within—would begin to interact and influence one

another, turning Earth into a truly dynamic planet.

Every part of this story can be felt or seen in some way
today. The iron that flows through your blood once came

from the cores of massive stars and was gathered and sorted
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into Earth’s own core during differentiation. The oxygen
you breathe exists because of the later changes in the
atmosphere, yet its very presence depends on Earth having
oceans, land, and a magnetic field that work together to
keep the planet stable and protected. The water in your
body has cycled through clouds, rivers, rocks, and maybe
even comets over billions of years, tying you directly to
those first global rainstorms and ocean basins. Meteorites
that fall today, and that people sometimes find in deserts
or on ice sheets, are messengers from the time when Earth
was still being built, carrying inside them clues that let

scientists rebuild the earliest chapters of our planet’s story.

When you look up at the night sky and see the stars
and the Moon, you are not just seeing distant lights; you
are looking at relatives of the material that formed your
own world. Earth’s long journey—from tiny grains of dust
in a spinning cloud to a world with oceans, continents, and
living beings—is an example of how the universe can turn
chaos and violence into order and complexity. The planet
beneath your feet is not just a background for life but a
main character in a vast cosmic tale, shaped by gravity, time,
and stardust. To live here is to be part of that story: every
breath, every drink of water, every glance at the Moon is a
quiet reminder that you are connected to events that began

billions of years ago, in the deep darkness of space.

In a universe that mostly feels cold, dark, and empty, the
story of Earth shows how an enormous amount of randomness can
still give rise to something very special. Countless chances had to

line up: our planet formed in just the right “Goldilocks” zone
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around the Sun for liquid water, it grew to the right size to hold
an atmosphere, kept a hot core and magnetic field, and even
gained a large Moon to steady its tilt and shape its tides. On top
of that, Earth’s mix of rock, metals, water, carbon, and other
elements turned out to be exactly what was needed for chemistry
to become biology, and for simple cells to one day grow into

thinking beings who could look back and ask how it all began.

Some scientists call this long chain of lucky conditions
the “Rare Earth” idea: simple life might be common in the
universe, but complex, breathing life like ours could be very
rare because so many things must go right, and keep going
right, for billions of years. Whether life is truly rare or
quietly flourishing on countless other worlds, what is clear
is that our tiny blue planet is the result of a remarkable
combination of events—gravity and stardust, fire and water,
destruction and balance. Consider our nearest stellar
neighbor, Proxima Centauri, just 4.2 light-years away. Its
planet Proxima b orbits in the Goldilocks zone, Earth-sized
and potentially watery—yet brutal flares from its red dwarf
star likely strip atmospheres, and tidal locking may doom
one side to eternal scorch, the other to freeze. Even if
microbial life clings on, complex ecosystems like Earth's
seem improbable without our magnetic shield, stabilizing
Moon, or plate tectonics. When we remember that every
breath we take depends on this fragile mix, Earth stops
being just one planet among many and becomes a precious
home, a small, bright exception in a vast, unpredictable

COSmMos.
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Building a Breathing Earth

My first scuba dive began with fear—slipping into the
water felt scary, and I wondered if it was even a good
idea. But once I settled into the underwater world, the
scene transformed: vibrant corals twisted like ancient cities,
colorful fish darted through turquoise light, a silent magic
far from city noise. That thrill lingers—these reefs glow
thanks to tiny sea plants making the oxygen we breathe,
echoing how life sparked in warm ocean pools billions of
years ago. This chapter explores that beginning, from
chemicals to living cells. What appears as beauty on the
surface today carries within it a story that began long before

anything we recognized as life existed.

Life on Earth did not start with forests, animals, or
people; it began with a quiet, invisible revolution in tiny
drops of water, continuing the story from the previous
chapter, where a lifeless planet slowly turned into a world

of rocks, oceans, and air. Now the focus shifts from shaping
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the planet itself to filling it with living, breathing things,

turning a rocky world into a living one.

In the beginning, Earth was anything but gentle. Its
surface was covered with active volcanoes, exploding like
constant fireworks and pouring out lava, ash, and gases into
the sky. The early atmosphere was thick with steam, carbon
dioxide, methane, and ammonia, with almost no oxygen at
all. Lightning flashed again and again, striking the restless
oceans, while comets and asteroids still visited from space,
bringing both destruction and fresh chemicals. Far from
being empty, this young Earth was a restless laboratory,

mixing land, water, air, and energy in countless ways.

As the planet cooled, water vapor condensed and fell
as rain, not for days or weeks, but for thousands and even
millions of years. These endless rains filled the low areas of
the crust, forming the first oceans—vast, dark, and hot,
stretching across much of the planet. What looked like
chaos from far away was the beginning of order. The
ingredients were simple—gases, water, and minerals—but
under the right conditions, they became the raw materials
for something entirely new life. What seemed unstable and
destructive was quietly creating the conditions necessary for

stability and emergence.

Scientists use the word abiogenesis for the natural
process by which life arose from non-living matter. When
very simple, non-living chemicals on early Earth gradually
turned into the first living cells over a long period of time.

It is closely linked to evolution because it describes the
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“first step” before biological evolution takes over, but it is
not about a creator or purpose; it simply explains how life
could start using the laws of chemistry and physics alone.
Evolution then continues this story by explaining how
those first simple life forms changed, diversified, and
adapted into the wide variety of species we see today. In
early Earth’s oceans and atmosphere, elements like carbon,
hydrogen, nitrogen, oxygen, phosphorus, and sulfur were
constantly reacting.

Under the influence of heat from volcanoes,
ultraviolet light from the young Sun, and powerful
lightning strikes, these atoms arranged themselves into
simple organic molecules such as amino acids, which are
the building blocks of proteins, and simple sugars.
Laboratory experiments inspired by early Earth’s
conditions have shown that when a mixture of gases like
methane, ammonia, hydrogen, and water vapor is exposed
to electrical sparks, organic molecules can form on their
own. This gives strong support to the idea that simple
chemistry on the early Earth could naturally produce the
first ingredients of life, even if the exact pathway is still
being investigated. Most researchers today think there was
no single magic reaction; instead, there were probably
several routes happening in different environments—some
in shallow pools, some in deep seas—with each step adding
new complexity to the world’s chemistry. Not a single
moment of creation, but a gradual unfolding of

possibilities.
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One of the oldest and most famous ideas about life’s
beginnings is the primordial soup hypothesis. According to
this idea, Earth’s early oceans and pools acted like a giant
pot of thin broth, filled with dissolved gases, minerals, and
newly formed organic molecules. Over millions of years,
these molecules accumulated, especially in tide pools,
lagoons, and shallow seas, where evaporation could
concentrate them further. Just as leaving a pot of soup to
simmer on the stove strengthens its flavor, time and energy
helped this chemical soup to thicken with building blocks
such as amino acids, nucleotides, and fatty acids. Different
parts of this soup were powered by different sources of
energy. In shallow waters and tide pools, strong ultraviolet
radiation from the Sun, unfiltered by ozone layer, provided

energy for reactions.

In hot springs and coastal pools, geothermal heat
added another source of power. In deeper regions, the
movement of waves, the pull of tides from the Moon, and
constant mixing in the oceans kept molecules bumping
into one another. Each collision was a chance for new
bonds to form, slowly building chains of molecules that
could carry information, store energy, or assemble into

simple membranes.

While the primordial soup model focuses on the
surface and shallow waters, another powerful idea looks
toward the deep ocean: the hydrothermal vent hypothesis.
On the sea floor, long cracks in Earth’s crust allowed
superheated water, rich in minerals like iron and sulfur, to

burst out in tall plumes known as hydrothermal vents.
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These are like the “black smokers” and “white smokers”
still found in modern oceans. Where this hot, mineral-rich
water met the colder surrounding seawater, sharp chemical
and temperature gradients formed. Natural mineral
chimneys and tiny rock pores created countless microscopic
compartments, each acting like a miniature reaction
chamber. These chambers could concentrate molecules
and provide surfaces for chemical reactions to take place

more easily.

Some scientists suggest that differences in acidity and
chemical composition between vent fluids and the
surrounding ocean created natural proton gradients—a
kind of builtin chemical battery—that may have powered
some of the earliest metabolic reactions. In this view, life
began not on the sunny surface but in the dark depths of
the ocean, where chemical energy rather than sunlight
drove the first steps of metabolism. Even today, entire
communities of microbes and animals live around
hydrothermal vents without any sunlight at all, proving that
life can thrive purely on chemical energy. What matters is
not the environment itself, but the presence of energy,

structure, and time.

Whether near the surface, around vents, or in both
settings, the next great step was turning scattered molecules
into something that could be called a cell. To function as
life, a system needs at least three things: a way to store
information, a boundary that separates it from the outside
world, and a way to use energy. Some models propose that

early molecules like RNA were able to both store
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information and act as catalysts, helping reactions happen
faster. If such molecules formed inside simple bubbles
made from fatty acids, they would be protected from the
outside environment, like experiments sealed in tiny flasks,
and could begin to behave like primitive cells. Over very
long periods, these protocells may have competed with one
another. Those that copied themselves more reliably or
used energy more efficiently would have become more

common.

In this slow, blind competition, a line was eventually
crossed where the system was no longer just chemistry—it
was biology. The first true cells were prokaryotic, meaning
they lacked a nucleus and complex internal compartments.
They were extremely small, but each contained everything

needed to grow, divide, and respond to its environment.

Once the first prokaryotic cells appeared, they began
to spread through Earth’s oceans. At first, these early
microbes likely used simple chemical reactions to gain
energy, such as breaking down molecules in their
environment or using hydrogen and sulfur from volcanic

sources.

For a very long time, life remained purely microscopic.
If someone could have dived into those early oceans,
nothing large would have been seen swimming around, but
the water would have been full of invisible communities of
bacteria, quietly transforming the planet one tiny step at a
time. These microbes were incredibly tough. They survived

extreme heat, high acidity, and complete darkness—
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conditions that would kill most modern animals and
plants. Today, their modern relatives still live in boiling
springs, salty lakes, and deep-sea vents, reminding us that
life’s first children were born in hard places and learned
early how to cope with stress. Over time, some of these
prokaryotes adapted to different environments: some
preferred hot vents, others cooler surface waters; some lived
freely in the water, while others formed mats on rocks and
sea floors. These mats became important clues, preserved

in stone.

In sunny, shallow waters, layers of tiny microbes—
mostly early cyanobacteria—piled up one on top of the other.
They trapped bits of mud and sand, slowly making flat
sheets. As these sheets grew taller, they formed dome-
shaped or layered lumps called stromatolites. When buried,
they turned into rock fossils—some over 3 billion years old
from places like Western Australia and South Africa, the
oldest signs of life on Earth. You can see living ones today
in salty lagoons like Hamelin Pool in Shark Bay (a
UNESCO site in Australia) or on the easy boardwalk at
Lake Thetis near Perth. These modern stromatolites act
like time machines, letting scientists watch how ancient
microbes built their rocky homes. These microbes did more
than make stone piles. Their daily work started changing

the sea and air chemistry, paving the way for all later life.

A major turning point came when certain bacteria
evolved the ability to capture light from the Sun and use it
to drive chemical reactions that made sugar from water and

carbon dioxide. This process is called photosynthesis. Many
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early photosynthetic bacteria may not have produced
oxygen, but cyanobacteria did. They used sunlight to split
water molecules, taking electrons for energy and releasing
oxygen as a by-product. Before cyanobacteria, Earth’s
atmosphere contained almost no free oxygen. With their
photosynthesis, tiny cells performing simple reactions
began to pump oxygen into the surrounding water. To
imagine this, think of billions of microscopic “solar panels”
floating in the sea, working silently every day, each releasing
tiny amounts of oxygen. Over a short time, this made little
visible difference, but over hundreds of millions of years,

the effect was enormous.

At first, most of the oxygen released by cyanobacteria
did not stay in the air. It reacted with dissolved iron in the
oceans, creating rust that sank to the seafloor and formed
thick layers of iron-rich rock known as banded iron
formations. These rocks are still mined today and act as a
record of early oxygen production. Only after the available
iron and other “oxygen sinks” were used up did oxygen
begin to build up more freely in seawater and then leak into
the atmosphere. This slow but steady rise in oxygen is
known as the Great Oxidation Event, which took place
around 2.4 to 2.1 billion years ago.

The Great Oxidation Event was both a disaster and an
opportunity. Many early microbes had evolved in an
oxygen-free world and found oxygen toxic, so as oxygen
levels increased, some of these organisms died out or were
pushed into special oxygen-poor environments. At the

same time, other life forms adapted to use oxygen in their
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metabolism. Oxygen-based respiration releases far more
energy from food than older forms of metabolism, allowing
cells to grow larger and become more complex. This extra
energy would eventually support the evolution of complex

cells and, much later, multicellular organisms.
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As oxygen levels rose, the sky itself changed. Over
time, oxygen in the upper atmosphere formed ozone, a gas
that absorbs harmful ultraviolet radiation from the Sun.
This new ozone layer protected the surface and shallow
waters, making it safer for life to explore new environments
closer to the light. The oceans also changed their chemistry.
Iron that once made the water rich and murky became
locked in rocks, while clearer, oxygenated water supported

new kinds of organisms.

The planet was no longer just a ball of rock, water, and
gas—it had become a breathing world. With more energy
available from oxygen-based respiration and more stable
environments on the planet’s surface, cells could “afford”
to become more complex. Soon after, eukaryotic cells
appeared—with a nucleus like a safe room for DNA
instructions, plus tiny power plants inside (mitochondria).
The nucleus allowed cells to manage genetic information
more effectively, support larger genomes, and specialize for

cooperative functions.
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This opened the door to multicellular life: first simple
algae, then animals and plants. It all started from tiny ocean
cells using chemicals and solar energy, slowly changing the

whole planet.

This amazing change took a very long time and
happened with great patience. The first simple cells, called
prokaryotes, showed up around 3.8 billion years ago. But it
took over 1.8 billion more years—almost half the age of
Earth—just to make the next big jump to eukaryotic cells
with nuclei and inner parts, around 2 billion years ago.
That is longer than all the time from those eukaryotes to

now, including dinosaurs, mammals, and us.

There were no sudden leaps—only countless small
changes building over immense stretches of time.
Cyanobacteria, harnessing sunlight, transforming ocean
chemistry long before the atmosphere changed. Oxygen
unlocked more energy, paving the way for complexity. This
gradual progression shows that evolution is not fast or
dramatic, but a steady process in which small changes,

repeated over vast periods, lead to profound outcomes.

This long journey—from a violent, lifeless Earth to a
planet rich with microbes and oxygen—shows that life was
not a gift dropped from outside, but something the planet
built for itself using basic chemistry and abundant time.
The story matters not just for understanding our past, but
also for thinking about other worlds. If simple molecules
and energy can eventually give rise to life here, then planets

and moons around other stars, with oceans, heat, and the
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right chemistry, might also be quietly preparing their own
forms of life. For the story of evolution, this chapter is the
foundation. Before animals could walk, before plants could
grow, and before humans could think, there had to be a
world where cells could survive, breathe, and change. The
breathing Earth built in these early ages is the stage on
which every later chapter of life’s history will unfold.
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Tools, Fire & Migrations

Like many, | enjoy picking up new skills—a perennial
learner, you could say. A few years back, I got hooked
on hydroponics, that clever way of growing plants without
soil. I loved the idea: just water, nutrients, and lights doing
all the work. I set up my own system at home and watched
tomatoes and greens sprout in neat rows under LED lamps.
[t felt like magic—tools and tricks making food grow faster
and cleaner. Excited, I even tried commercial farming,
investing in bigger tanks and pumps. But it turned out
tough; costs piled up, and it lost money in the end. Still,
the hands-on learning stuck with me—the joy of

experimenting, failing, and tweaking until things clicked.

That pull to build and improve runs deep in us
humans. Long ago, our ancestors felt it too. They picked up
rough stones and chipped them into sharp edges for
cutting. They rubbed sticks till sparks flew, turning them
into steady fires for cooking and warmth. Those basic tools

changed everything—they let people hunt better, stay
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warmer, and move to new lands. Migrations began, feet
carrying families across plains and mountains. This chapter
dives into that start: simple ideas sparking big journeys for

our kind.

In the previous chapter, the story of life began with a
silent planet that slowly learned to breathe—a world where
simple chemicals became cells, and tiny organisms filled the
oceans long before anything walked on land. Over billions
of years, those first cells changed, split, and diversified into
plants, fungi, and animals, each new branch adding
complexity to Earth’s living web. From the seas, some
animals moved onto land; fins slowly changed into limbs,
and certain reptile lines gave rise to mammals—warm-
blooded creatures that nursed young— but dinosaurs
dominated land for ~ 165 million years (252-66M years
ago) before an asteroid cleared the way for mammals to
thrive. Among these mammals, tree-living primates evolved
sharper eyes, flexible hands, and bigger brains for climbing
and judging branch gaps. Step by step, without a plan or
goal, life set the stage for beings that don't just survive but

question existence.

Our own story begins in that primate family. Around
6 to 7 million years ago in East Africa, our ape-like
ancestors faced shrinking forests and expanding grasslands
due to a drying climate. This is where Charles Darwin's idea
of natural selection comes in. Darwin, in his 1859 book On
the Origin of Species, explained how species change over time

through a simple process.
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In any group of animals, individuals differ a bit—some
are taller, faster, or stronger. These differences come from
random changes in their bodies. Many of these differences
are passed to the next generation. Animals have more
babies than can survive, so they compete for food and
safety. Those with helpful traits live longer and spread those
traits. Over many generations, the group changes to fit its
world better. Nature does not follow a plan—it simply favors

what works in a given environment.

These ape-like creatures still spent much of their time
in trees. At the same time, they had already begun
experimenting with a new way of moving: walking on two
legs. Random changes made some better at standing
upright. Those with straighter hips and longer legs walked
more easily. They could see over tall grass, carry food or
babies, and use less energy on long walks. They survived dry
times better and had more children. Fossils like "Lucy"
(Australopithecus afarensis, 3.2 million years ago) show this
halfway step.

These early hominins, including forms like
Australopithecus, were not yet human as we understand
the word, but they were different from other apes in
important ways. They had shorter arms relative to their
legs, stronger legs for upright walking, and hips shaped to
support a standing posture. Walking upright meant their
hands were freed from the job of moving the body; this
simple shift opened endless possibilities. A freed hand
could hold food, carry a child, lift a stick, or throw a stone.

These changes did not sweep across the world in a single
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leap. They unfolded over millions of years of trial and error,
in grasslands and forests where survival was rarely
comfortable and never guaranteed. Some groups failed and
disappeared; their fossils left as quiet evidence in stone.
Others adapted just enough to pass their traits on to the

next generation.

Among these early walkers emerged species of the
genus Homo. One of the first was Homo habilis, living in
Africa more than two million years ago and often
nicknamed “the handy man” because of its association with
simple stone tools. These tools were not fancy—often just
rocks with sharp edges chipped off—but they changed
everything. A sharp stone could cut through animal skin,
crack bones for nutritious marrow, or slice plant fibers that

were otherwise hard to chew.

With tools, our ancestors could access new kinds of
food and defend themselves more effectively. At the same
time, their brains were slowly getting larger from chimp size
(400 cm?) to about 600 cm?, likely supported by improved
nutrition. Their social lives also became more complex.
Cooperation became a powerful survival strategy: a group
that could organize a hunt, share food, or warn one another
of danger had a better chance of enduring harsh seasons
than any individual alone. Bit by bit, thinking, planning,
and working together became as important as strong

muscles or sharp teeth.

Then came Homo erectus, a remarkably successful

early human species that walked the Earth for nearly two
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million years. The control of fire, around 1.5 million years
ago, marked another major turning point. Cooked food
gave more energy for even bigger brains (850-1,100 cm?3).
Smarter groups planned better hunts and worked as teams,
winning in tough Ice Ages. Homo erectus had a taller, more
human-like body and a larger brain than earlier hominids,
allowing for longer journeys on foot and more complicated

behavior.

Fire, once a terrifying natural force in lightning storms
and volcanic eruptions, became a tool. Imagine a small
band of early humans huddled around a new flame,
watching as it turned cold meat into warm food and
night-time darkness into a circle of safety. Cooked food was
easier to chew and digest, and it released more energy,
which likely supported further brain growth. Fire also kept
away predators, extended waking hours into the evening,
and turned caves and shelters into warmer, more
welcoming homes. With fire and improved tools, Homo
erectus was able to move far beyond its African birthplace,
spreading into parts of Asia and Europe and testing itself
in new environments—from open plains to cooler northern

regions.

As time passed, the human family tree grew more
branches. In Eurasia, Neanderthals evolved, stocky and
strong, well-adapted to cold climates with their broad noses
and robust bodies. They were far more capable than earlier
stereotypes suggested, but clever tool-makers who hunted
large animals, creating clothing, and possibly caring for the

sick and elderly. Evidence from burial sites suggests they

44



might have had rituals and a sense of connection to those

who died.

Another group, the Denisovans, lived across parts of
Asia, known today mainly through fragments of bone and,
even more importantly, through their DNA. Genetic
studies reveal that both Neanderthals and Denisovans did
not simply vanish when modern humans appeared.
Instead, they met our Homo sapiens ancestors, lived near
them, and at times had children together. This mixing left
1-4% of their DNA in many of us today, showing selection
blends groups. Many people alive today, especially those of
European and Asian ancestry, carry small amounts of
Neanderthal or Denisovan DNA in their cells. This shows
that our species is not a completely isolated lineage but one

shaped by interactions with other human groups.
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Modern humans—Homo sapiens—first appeared in
Africa roughly 300,000 years ago, with faces and bodies
that would look surprisingly familiar on a modern

street. Brains hit modern size (1,350 cm?), sparking

45



language and art. For many thousands of years, they lived
alongside other hominins, but gradually their numbers
grew, and their ways of thinking and communicating
became more sophisticated. One of the defining features of
our species is the use of complex language. Unlike earlier
communication systems, language allowed humans to
describe events not happening in the present. It also
allowed them to share knowledge across generations and
imagine possibilities beyond immediate experience. A child
no longer had to learn everything from scratch by personal
trial and error; stories, instructions, and shared memories

became powerful shortcuts for survival.

Around 60,000 to 70,000 years ago, groups of Homo
sapiens began leaving Africa in larger numbers, following
coastlines, rivers, and animal herds into the Middle East,
Asia, Europe, and eventually all the way to Australia and
the Americas. These journeys, known as the “Out of
Africa” migrations, did not happen in a single wave but in
many movements over thousands of years. Each new
landscape demanded new ways of adapting. In colder
climates, people learned to sew warm clothing from animal
skins, build shelters that could withstand snow and wind,
and time their hunting to follow migrating herds. In
tropical forests, they learned to recognize edible plants and
avoid poisonous ones. Moving across deserts or mountains
required planning, cooperation, and an ability to
remember routes. Humans became expert adapters, using
their minds and tools to make almost any environment into

a home.
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As early humans spread, their technology and culture
grew more complex. Stone tools became more finely
shaped, and people began to use bone, antler, and
eventually other materials for needles, hooks, and
ornaments. In some caves, walls were covered with images
of animals and mysterious symbols; in others, simple flutes
and instruments show that music had already become part
of human life. These expressions—art, music, decoration—
were not strictly necessary for survival like food or shelter,
yet they flourished. They suggest the presence of an inner
world, including imagination, memory, and shared
meaning. People were no longer just surviving; they were
telling stories, remembering ancestors, teaching children,

and perhaps wondering about their place in the world.

Fire, tools, and movement tied all these developments
together. Fire extended the day and brought people
together into circles of light, where stories could be told
and plans made. Tools turned hands into multipurpose
instruments that could cut, dig, weave, and build.
Migration carried human ideas across vast distances; a good
hunting technique or a better tool design could spread
from group to group, crossing valleys and continents over
time. In this way, human culture began to evolve even faster
than human bodies. A new idea might spread across a
region in a few generations, while changes in bones and
genes still took thousands of years. Culture became our

second form of inheritance, layered on top of biology.

Looking back, it is tempting to see this journey—from

upright apes to world-spanning humans—as a straight,
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inevitable line, but it was nothing of the sort. Darwin
showed it as small changes adding up over time—no leaps,
no goal. Many close cousins of ours, like the Neanderthals
and Denisovans, vanished along the way, leaving only traces
in our DNA and scattered fossils in caves and sediments.
Our own survival was never guaranteed. It was shaped by a
combination of environment, chance, and adaptation over
long periods of time. Yet the same forces that shaped the
first single-celled organisms—variation, selection, and
time—also shaped our minds, our hands, and our societies.
The breathing Earth from earlier chapters, once filled only
with microbes and simple creatures, now carried beings
who could shape stone, command fire, cross oceans, and

imagine their own past and future.

This is where the long, slow story of evolution begins
to feel more familiar and personal. The first tools, the first
controlled flames, and the first journeys out of Africa were
not distant curiosities; they were direct steps on the road to
villages, cities, languages, and cultures. From this point
onward, the pace of change begins to increase. What once
took millions of years begins to happen faster. Yet the
underlying pattern remains the same—adaptation, learning,

and change.
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Caves to Cities: Who did it?

Il my working life has been in the FX markets, and that

meant one thing every single day: staring at charts.
That early exposure slowly pulled me into Elliott Wave
theory. It offers an interesting way to observe how herd
mentality can unfold. Crowds often move together in one
strong direction until they reach certain inflection points,
where doubt creeps in and nobody is quite sure what comes
next. At those moments of uncertainty, even a small
trigger—a piece of news or a sudden rumor—can push the
herd sharply up or down and shape the next big move. In
the language of the theory, that strong push is called an
impulse move. The pauses, roadblocks, sideways stretches,
and phases of indecision in between are called corrective
moves. Put simply, waves of confidence and waves of

confusion repeat again and again.

But for herd mentality to exist at all, you first need a
herd—and that became far more possible when humans

settled from caves into villages and cities, deepening social
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behaviors like imitation, leadership, fear, and shared
ambition. Until now, we have mostly walked on firm
ground: science measuring the universe cooling, Earth
taking its first stable breaths, and evolution shaping
animals into us through fossils, tools, and genes. We have
stayed close to evidence preserved in rocks, cells, and DNA.
But settlement brought stories alongside survival—
meaning, belief, and faith slowly entering human life.
Questions began to shift: from “How do we eat and stay
safe!” towards “Why are we here!” and “What, if anything,
stands behind it all?” From this point onward, the book
begins balancing the solid floor of evidence with the

moving waves of imagination, belief, and meaning.

When groups of Homo sapiens finally settled in one
place long enough to call it home, the world around them
slowly changed from a landscape of moving camps and
quiet trails into a landscape of stories and symbols. Hunters
and gatherers who once followed herds and seasons began,
in different regions of the world, to experiment with
planting seeds and tending crops. At first, this shift was
small and uncertain: people still gathered wild food but also
noticed that seeds dropped near their shelters sprouted
into plants, and that certain patches of land, if protected,
were more generous than others. Over time, these
experiments gradually turned into the first forms of
agriculture. In the Fertile Crescent of Southwest Asia, for
example, people started cultivating wild grains around
8500 BCE. In other places such as Central America, the

Andes, Africa, and East Asia, different communities began
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domesticating their own local crops thousands of years
later. Once people learned that they could grow and store
food rather than constantly searching for it, their entire
rhythm of life changed.

Settling did not happen as a single, sudden decision;
it unfolded over many generations. A camp used only in
one season slowly became a preferred meeting place year
after year. Shelters became sturdier, storage pits were dug,
and simple fences or walls appeared to protect stored grains
and animals. With permanent homes came permanent
neighbors. People who might once have drifted apart at the
end of a hunting season now stayed together through

storms, lean months, and harvest celebrations.

This closeness brought new challenges—disagreements
over land, jealousy, noise, and competition—but it also
brought new possibilities. Children could now grow up
among many adults, learning not only from their parents
but from elders, specialists, and storytellers. Grandparents
no longer had to keep moving across rough terrain. They
could share memories, cautionary tales, and practical
wisdom while others fetched water and worked the fields.
The human mind, which evolution had shaped for solving
practical problems about food and danger, now had more
space to turn towards questions about origins, destiny, and

invisible powers.

Archaeologists see traces of this growing inner world
in simple but powerful marks left on stone walls deep inside

caves. In places like Lascaux in France, ancient painters
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covered the rock with images of horses, bison, deer, and
mysterious signs more than 17000 years ago, long before
the first great cities rose. These paintings were not random
scribbles made from boredom. The animals are drawn with
grace and motion, as if caught in mid-run, and certain
symbols and shapes appear repeatedly, suggesting that they

carried meanings shared within the group.

Some researchers think these images were part of
“hunting magic,” where drawing an animal and
symbolically harming it in paint was believed to help
hunters in real life. Others believe the caves served as sacred
sanctuaries - sites for spiritual rituals or initiation
ceremonies, far from the daylight of everyday life. While no
one can say with certainty what thoughts filled the minds
of those painters, most agree on one point: these caves were
not just decorated; they were consecrated by human

imagination into meaningful spaces.

To enter such a cave, ancient people would have
needed to carry torches or lamps, moving deeper into
darkness where no ordinary daily activity took place. The
very act of going in may have separated “normal time” from
“special time.” Inside, flickering firelight would make
painted animals seem to move across the walls, turning
stone into a shifting stage where the boundary between the
real and the imagined blurred. Children might have
listened in awe as elders explained the scenes or chanted
words believed to reach beyond the visible world. In this
way, art, ritual, and belief may have grown together. Images

allowed people to give shape to feelings that had no simple
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words: fear of failure, hope for food, gratitude for survival,
and respect for the animals on which they depended. Even
before temples, books, or formal religions, humans were

already creating spaces that may have felt sacred.

At the heart of this new way of living was language,
which had grown from simple calls and warnings into rich,
flexible speech. Language allowed humans to share far
more than just immediate needs like “danger” or “food.”
Through words, people could discuss events from the
distant past, describe places they had never seen, and
imagine futures that did not yet exist. A leader could stand
before the group and explain a plan for the next season, tell
a cautionary tale about someone who broke a rule, or
declare that a particular mountain, river, or tree was special
or forbidden. With language, invisible ideas could become
as real in people’s minds as the physical world beneath their
feet. A story about an ancestor, a hero, or a spirit could
unite a group, give courage in hard times, or justify rules
that everyone was expected to follow. Language did not just
describe reality; it helped create shared realities—cultures,
traditions, and beliefs that could be passed down through

generations without ever being written.

As agriculture spread and improved, settlements
became larger and more complex. Fields of wheat, barley,
rice, or maize could support more people than wild plants
alone. Food surpluses meant some individuals no longer
had to spend every day hunting or farming. They could
instead specialize as builders, potters, metal workers,

priests, or leaders. Over centuries, villages expanded into

53



towns and then into the first cities along fertile rivers such
as the Tigris and Euphrates, the Nile, the Indus, and the
Yellow River. With cities came walls to defend against
invaders, markets for exchanging goods, temples where
offerings were made, and palaces where rulers lived. Trade
routes stretched along rivers, over mountains, and across
deserts, carrying not just grain, metals, and textiles, but also

stories, rituals, and gods from one region to another.

In these crowded, buzzing communities, memory
alone was no longer enough to keep track of all the
agreements and obligations that bound people together. To
manage land, harvests, taxes, and trade, early
administrators developed simple counting systems that
eventually grew into writing. The earliest forms of writing
in places like Mesopotamia began as marks on clay tablets
used to count grain, livestock, or jars of oil. Over time,
these marks became more flexible symbols that could
record not only numbers but also names, offerings, laws,
and myths. A spoken story could be forgotten, but a written
one could survive for centuries. Writing made it possible
for instructions from rulers, teachings from priests, and
foundational myths to endure long after their original
speakers had died. It also made beliefs more stable and, at
times, more rigid. What was once a fluid tale that changed

with each retelling could now be fixed in a text and

declared “official.”

Living closely together in large groups also meant that
rules and systems of authority became increasingly

important. In small bands of hunter-gatherers, people
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could often rely on personal relationships and shared
customs to solve conflicts. In a city of thousands, where not
everyone knew one another, this was no longer enough.
Leaders claimed authority to judge disputes, assign land,
collect goods for communal projects, and organize labor for
large works such as irrigation canals, city walls, and
monumental buildings. To support this authority, many
societies told stories that linked their rulers directly to the
divine. A king might be described as chosen by the gods,
descended from gods, or even as a god in human form.
Breaking the law became not just a crime against neighbors

but an offence against the cosmic order.

Here, belief and power became deeply intertwined.
Faith in unseen forces helped hold together very real social
structures. Some people followed these beliefs because they
genuinely experienced them as sacred. Others followed
them because that was part of living within the safety and
opportunities that an organized society provided. In both
cases, faith wove itself into daily life. The calendar that told
farmers when to plant and harvest might be tied to religious
festivals. Successful harvests might be credited to the favor
of a goddess of grain, while floods or droughts might be
seen as signs of divine anger. In this way, explanations of

natural events and social rules were often blended.

While rulers and priests built grand temples and
codified rituals, ordinary people filled their own world with
smaller, more intimate acts of devotion. At the thresholds
of homes, at small shrines in courtyards, and under sacred

trees, families lit lamps, burned incense, left offerings, and
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whispered prayers. Farmers might ask the river for a gentle
flood or thank the soil for its fertility. Parents told their
children not only how to behave, but why: that stealing
angers the gods, that kindness pleases ancestors, that
honesty brings blessings. Over time, these lessons became
part of a moral framework, linking behavior to larger
patterns of reward and punishment, both in this life and
sometimes in imagined worlds after death. As societies
became more complex, so did their belief systems. Some
cultures developed rich pantheons with many gods, each
with particular roles—gods of rain, war, love, or harvest.
Others moved toward the idea of a single, all-powerful

deity.

Behind all these practices lies a deeper question that humans
began asking with more urgency as they watched the seasons turn,
counted their ancestors, and buried their dead: Is life a random

accident, or the work of something greater?

From a scientific point of wview, the story told in earlier
chapters describes life as the outcome of natural processes—atoms
and energy arranged into stars and planets, chemistry giving rise
to cells, and evolution shaping those cells into plants, animals, and
eventually humans through variation and natural selection over
billions of years. In this view, there is no guiding hand steering
evolution toward a specific goal. Changes happen because of
mutations, environmental pressures, and competition, and the
forms that survive are simply those that happen to fit their
conditions best. The universe appears vast, mostly empty, and
indifferent, with life emerging where conditions are just right, like

a rare pattern in a huge field of possibilities.
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Yet, as people noticed how finely balanced some
aspects of the universe seem to be, new ideas began to
emerge. If gravity were slightly stronger or weaker, if the
forces inside atoms were just a bit different, or if Earth’s
orbit around the Sun changed too much, life as we know it
might not exist at all. This observation is often wrapped
into what is called the anthropic principle: the simple idea
that the universe, at least from our point of view, appears
“just right” for observers like us to exist. The weak version
of this principle says that we should not be surprised by this
fact, because if the universe were hostile to life, we would
not be here to notice it. The strong version suggests
something deeper—that the universe somehow had to
produce beings capable of observing it, or that its
conditions are arranged in such a way that life was, in some

sense, meant to emerge.

Some scientists and philosophers respond to this by
imagining a vast “multiverse,” a collection of many
universes, each with different physical constants. In such a
picture, most universes would be lifeless, but a few would
accidentally have the right conditions, and we happen to
live in one of those. Others look at the same facts and see
signs of deliberate design, as if the knobs of the cosmos
were tuned carefully so that life—and eventually conscious
beings—could appear. Religious traditions around the
world often lean toward this second view. Many teach that
life is not a lucky accident but a gift, that humans are not
just clever animals but beings with a special role or soul.

Sacred texts describe gods speaking worlds into existence,

57



shaping humans from clay or breath, or guiding the steps
of history. For believers, the order and beauty of nature, the
experience of love, the pull of conscience, or the sense of
awe under a star-filled sky are not just chemical reactions in
a brain; they are hints of a deeper reality. In this view, the
patterns of evolution and the laws of physics are tools in

the hands of an unseen artist.

Some people find ways to blend these perspectives,
seeing no conflict between scientific explanations of how
life developed and spiritual beliefs about why it exists. They
might say that natural selection is the method through
which a creator works, or that the Big Bang was the
moment when a divine word or intention became physical
reality. Others see a sharp dividing line, insisting that either
life is directed by a higher power or it is entirely the product
of chance and necessity. In classrooms, homes, and places
of worship, these differences play out in discussions about
what to teach children, how to interpret old stories in the
light of modern knowledge, and how to live in a world
where people hold many different answers to the same deep

questions.

The debates between these views—scientific,
philosophical, and theological-have become part of
human culture itself. Scientists test models of how life
might emerge on different planets, explore the chemistry of
early Earth, and search for signs of life beyond our world,
from Martian rocks to the atmospheres of distant
exoplanets. Philosophers ask what it means to be a

conscious being in a universe that might be indifferent to
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us, and whether meaning must be given from outside or
can be created from within. Religious thinkers reflect on
how ancient scriptures might speak to a modern world that
knows about galaxies, evolution, and DNA. Sometimes
these conversations turn into fierce arguments, court cases,
or political struggles over what should be taught, believed,
or funded. At other times, they become quiet dialogues
where people from different backgrounds try to understand

one another’s deepest convictions.

Adding another layer to this puzzle is the question of
whether life exists elsewhere. The same reasoning that
makes Earth’s “just right” conditions seem special also
encourages the thought that there may be other
“Goldilocks” worlds in the vastness of space—planets not
too hot, not too cold, with liquid water, stable
atmospheres, and protective magnetic fields. Astronomers
have already discovered many exoplanets in habitable zones
around distant stars, and modern space telescopes are
scanning their skies for signs of suitable conditions. If life
is mostly a matter of chemistry and time, then perhaps
somewhere under an alien sun, simple cells are already
swimming in deep oceans, or even complex beings are
wondering, as we do, how they came to be. If such life is
found, it might support the idea that life naturally emerges
wherever conditions are right. If no life is ever found, the
sense that Earth is uniquely blessed—or uniquely lucky—will

only grow stronger.

In the end, the question of whether life is a random

accident or divine design may not have a single answer that

59



satisfies everyone, and perhaps that is exactly what makes it
such a powerful question. For some, the scientific story of
a universe unfolding through natural laws is already full of
wonder. The idea that from invisible particles and simple
rules, stars, planets, oceans, trees, and conscious minds
could emerge feels more than enough to inspire awe. In this
view, the very absence of a visible guide makes our existence
even more precious and fragile: there is no guarantee that
we were meant to be here, and yet here we are, a brief flash
of awareness in a vast, ancient cosmos. For others, that
same story feels incomplete without a deeper purpose, a
mind or spirit behind the patterns, a source of meaning
that does not depend only on atoms and chance. They see
in the order of nature, in moral feeling, and in the longing
for justice and love something that points beyond physics

and biology, toward a creator, a higher consciousness, or a

hidden plan.

What matters for this book is not choosing one final
verdict for you, but inviting you to notice how this question
has shaped human culture and civilization- and how it
might shape your own thinking. The same brains that once
painted animals on cave walls now imagine gods and
galaxies; the same hands that once struck sparks from stone
now build telescopes, temples, laboratories, and shrines.
When our first thinking ancestors looked up at the night
sky, they did not know about galaxies, DNA, or the age of
the universe. They saw lights in the darkness and felt the
pull of the same questions that may be stirring in you now:
What is all this? Why is there something rather than

60



nothing? Where did I come from, and what happens after

I am gone!

To read this chapter with a truly clean slate, try—just
for a moment—to stand where they stood. Imagine that you
do not yet know the words “evolution,” “Big Bang,” or the
names of any gods you have heard about. Imagine you are
simply a human, breathing under the open sky, watching
the Sun rise and set, watching people you love being born,
growing older, and eventually dying. The storms come and
go, the seasons change, rivers flood and dry, and sometimes
events feel kind and generous, while at other times they feel
harsh and senseless. In such a world, without textbooks or
scriptures, what would you make of it all? Would you see
patterns and think, “Someone must be behind this”?
Would you see the roughness and randomness of life and
think, “Perhaps no one is in charge”? Or would you simply
feel a mixture of wonder and confusion, knowing that you

cannot be sure either way?

As you move through the remaining chapters, the
most important task is not to pick a side as if in a simple
debate, but to watch your own mind at work the way you
might watch the sky slowly changing color at dusk. Notice
which explanations feel comforting or convincing to you,
and ask yourself why. Is it because of the evidence you have
seen, the upbringing you had, the hopes you carry, or the
fears you wish to calm? Notice when you feel resistance—
perhaps to the idea of pure chance or to the idea of a
guiding hand—and gently question that resistance instead

of ignoring it. Try to imagine how the world looks through
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other eyes: through the eyes of a scientist who sees beauty
in equations and experiments, through the eyes of a
believer who sees beauty in prayer and worship, or through

the eyes of someone who stands in between and feels pulled

by both.

Whether you lean more toward chance, toward a
creator, or try to hold both together, the rise of civilization
is also the rise of meaning: the long human effort to make
sense of life, to find a place in the vastness, and to live with
courage between the known and the unknown. That effort
now includes you. Every time you pause, wonder, or
question—even quietly and privately—you are continuing
the same project that began when the first humans stepped
out of the cave, looked at the stars, and asked themselves,

for the very first time, what it all might mean.
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How and Why

My daily drives from home to office and back in
Mumbai ate up close to two hours of pure traffic
crawl—dull, endless. To beat the boredom, I started
listening to Podcasts, Audiobooks from experts on history,
science, and old tales. I'm a huge fan of stories, especially
epics like the Mahabharata. The drama there—kings
scheming, brothers clashing, epic battles—could eat Game
of Thrones for breakfast, no contest. Those characters felt

real, their quests for truth and power hitting deep.

During one such drive, I came across research content
tracking full DNA stories. It pieced together who we
Indians truly are: blends of ancient South Asian hunter-
gatherers, Iranian-related farming communities, and steppe
herders who arrived later. There was no simple "one origin"
story. It smashed my childhood beliefs about who we are
versus who we imagined ourselves to be—pure lines from
myths gave way to blended paths from genes. That lit a fire.
I dug backwards to Big Bang echoes, forwards to today's
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noise. In this flood of information and misinformation, the
solid remains get buried while the spirit drifts away. I felt
the pull to weave it all-facts, myths, questions—into

something clearer.

Science and faith have often been painted as enemies
on a battlefield, but think of them like Mahabharata's two
sides of dharma: both seeking truth, one through "how"
and the other through "why." Science digs patterns, causes,
steps—like DNA maps showing our mixed roots or stars
birthing life—while faith chases meaning, purpose, the big
story holding our quests, from epic battles to daily drives.
For many, science spells out how cosmos and species rose;
faith asks why a universe blooms consciousness, why love,
justice, beauty grip our hearts amid the chaos. Some stick
to experiments and proof; others to devotion and
revelation; many let both voices ring, different paths to the

same reality.

This is why the debate between science and faith rarely
ends with a neat victory for one side. It is not only about
facts, but about interpretation—about the stories people tell
themselves when they look at those facts and try to place
their own lives inside the picture. The same data about the
age of the universe or the history of evolution can feel to
one person like proof of cosmic accident, and to another
like evidence of deep design. The mind weighs logic, but
the heart, memories, and culture also shape how one

answers the question, “What does all this mean?”
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Across the world, there is a natural pull towards
questions about the origin of the universe, the possibility
of life beyond Earth, and the long journey from the first
forms of life to modern humans. Whenever someone gets
into a late-night discussion about the Big Bang, black holes,
aliens, or whether there is a creator, they are already
engaging in rational thinking—they are using their mind to
examine, compare, and test ideas instead of simply
inheriting them without question. Rationality does not
demand that a person become dry or emotionless; it simply
asks for honesty, curiosity, and a willingness to adjust one’s
view when new understanding arrives. A person may lean
strongly toward scientific explanations, or towards spiritual
narratives, or towards some personal synthesis of both, but
what matters for this journey is that the thread of inquiry
remains open, not tied off too quickly with a final, rigid

answer.

So, where does one stand in this debate! Some find
deep comfort in the clear order and logic of science,
trusting in the power of natural processes and the story of
evolution to explain how we came to be. Others see
purpose in divine creation, convinced that life must be
more than particles and physics that behind the equations
there is intention and care. In the end, perhaps the most
powerful part of this whole discussion is not the arguments
themselves, but the wonder they awaken. Whether life is
seen as the result of cosmic chance, divine will, or
something that lies beyond these categories, it remains an

extraordinary, breathtaking mystery—one that invites every
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person to reflect, to question, and to explore the very

essence of existence.

In later parts of this book, the lens may narrow down
towards the landscapes, histories, and spiritual traditions of
India, but the questions remain universal. What are human
beings becoming? How should we live together? And how
does a single human life—fragile, brief, and yet filled with
awareness—fit into this vast, ongoing story of evolution,
where science and faith continue to meet, argue, and

sometimes quietly walk side by side?

The questions raised here will stay with us; they cannot
be fully settled in a few pages, and they will return later in
more personal and inward ways. For now, the thread is left
open. The story turns to a different but related mystery:
how humans became the kind of beings who can even ask

such questions.

To understand that, it is necessary to go far back, to a
time before temples and laboratories, before nations and

cities, when three key ancestral groups shaped India:

Ancient hunter-gatherers (AASI) (~65,000+ vyears

ago, first Out-of-Africa arrivals);

Iranian farmers (~9,000-7,000 years ago, bringing
agriculture via Zagros/Mehrgarh); and

Steppe herders (WSH) (™ 4,000-3,500 years ago, post-

Indus Valley Civilization pastoralists from Pontic-Caspian).
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Small bands of these ancestors walked through forests,
grasslands, coasts, and deserts, shaping the earliest chapters

of the human journey.

The ancient hunter-gatherers were not merely
desperate survivalists clinging to life at the edge of
extinction. They were the first explorers, problem solvers,
and innovators, constantly reading the landscape to decide
where to move, what to eat, and how to stay safe. Their eyes
learned to read animal tracks in mud and sand, to notice
the slightest change in the color of leaves, or the pattern of
clouds that might hint at rain. Their hands shaped stone
into blades, points, and scrapers; later, they crafted spears,
bows, and arrows—technologies slowly improved over many

generations by experiment, imitation, and imagination.

As farming spread in different parts of the world, it
did not arrive everywhere at once or in the same way. In
some regions, people slowly invented agriculture
themselves by learning which wild plants could be tended
and replanted, while in others, ideas and seeds travelled
with traders and migrants, blending local habits with new
techniques. Over thousands of years, this quiet revolution
of sowing, harvesting, and storing moved like a slow, green
wave across continents, reshaping human life wherever it

took root.

Early farming groups linked to the Indus region and
to Iranian-related farmers were not a single tribe or
kingdom, but many small communities slowly learning to

live by seed, season, and storage instead of by pure

67



wandering and hunting. Their world stretched from the
plains and foothills around the Indus and its tributaries to
highlands and plateaus further west, where related groups

on the Iranian plateau were also experimenting with crops

and herds.

Archaeological sites like Mehrgarh show what some of
these early farmers looked like in daily life. People lived in
mud-brick houses clustered into small settlements, with
courtyards, storage pits, and sometimes granaries. They
cultivated barley and wheat, kept cattle, sheep, and goats,
and used simple tools of stone and early metal to grind
grain, work bone, and shape ornaments. Pottery appears, at
first plain and practical, then gradually more varied in
shape and decoration, reflecting both utility and a growing

sense of style and symbolism.

These farmers were not completely cut off from distant
lands. Some of the crops they grew, especially certain
wheats, have wild relatives that only occur naturally far to
the west, in regions like the northern Levant and southern
Turkey. This suggests that alongside local domestication of
animals such as zebu cattle and the refinement of local
barley, there were also exchanges—of seeds, ideas, and
perhaps small groups of people—between the Indus
borderlands and the broader Near East. The result is a
farming tradition that is partly home-grown and partly
connected to a wider Neolithic world, adapted carefully to

South Asian soils, rivers, and monsoon patterns.
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DNA studies show the Indus Valley people had a mix
of genes. They carried ancestry from ancient South Asian
hunter-gatherers as well as from Iranian-related farming
groups. Importantly, this Iranian ancestry came from
populations connected to early farming worlds, but not
simply from farmers replacing local people. Local
communities likely adapted and developed farming
practices themselves while also exchanging ideas and seeds

with neighboring regions.

In everyday terms, these early Indus-linked farming
communities were patient experimenters. They learned
which plants could survive in local floodplains and alluvial
soils, when to sow and harvest as rivers rose and fell, and
how to store surplus grain safely for the dry months or lean
years. They watched animals closely, gradually shifting from
hunting wild cattle to managing herds, selecting for traits
that made animals easier to handle and more useful for
milk, meat, or traction. Their settlements grew more
complex over time, with better-built houses, more
specialized crafts, and signs of trade—beads, shells, and

other objects that must have travelled from distant regions.

As centuries passed, some of these farming villages
coalesced into the large urban centers of the Indus Valley
Civilization—places with planned streets, drainage systems,
standardized weights, and long-distance trade, all resting on
the foundation of reliable agriculture. The people who
lived in these cities carried within them the genetic legacy
of both local hunter-gatherers and Iranian-related

ancestors, blended into a new, region-specific profile that is
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neither purely “Western” nor purely “indigenous” in a
simple sense. From this mixed base, later branches moved
in different directions: some mixed further with ancient
hunter-gatherers in the south and east to form much of the
ancestry found in many South Indians, while others mixed
with steppe herders coming from the northwest to form a

large part of the ancestry seen in many North Indians.

In character, these early farming groups can be
thought of as the steady, patient builders of the story.
Where steppe herders mastered movement, speed, and
open horizons, the Indus- and Iranian-linked farmers
mastered waiting: watching crops grow, reading the flood
and retreat of rivers, planning months or years ahead. Their
qualities included persistence, careful observation of
nature, and the ability to cooperate in shared tasks such as
irrigation, storage, and boundary management—skills that
later made big, organized settlements possible. In the
genetic record, they appear as a quiet but powerful
presence: not dramatic conquerors, but the deep, fertile

layer in which much of later South Asian society took root.

Steppe herders enter this story not as a mysterious
label in a DNA report, but as real people who lived a
demanding life on the vast Eurasian steppes north of the
Black and Caspian Seas (modern-day Ukraine, southern
Russia, and Kazakhstan). Their world was the steppe: huge
stretches of grasslands with few trees, long winters, hot
summers, and scarce, shifting water, where survival

depended far more on animals than on cultivated fields.
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These communities were pastoralists. They moved
with their herds of cattle, sheep, goats, and - crucially -
horses, following the seasons and the grass. Many practiced
a rhythm called transhumance—spending winters in more
sheltered river valleys and summers out on the open
steppe—so their lives were built around constant motion
rather than permanent villages. Because herds could be
moved much faster than crops could be grown, mobility
became their greatest strength. With horses and wagons,
they could cover in a day what farmers on foot might need

several days to travel.

Horses, especially, changed everything. Earlier human
groups had used animals like cattle and donkeys, but steppe
herders were among the first to ride horses and to use them
on a large scale alongside wheeled carts and wagons. This
combination—the horse, the wheel, and the open
grassland—gave them a level of reach and flexibility that
most settled farming communities did not have. They
could move their homes, often in tents or wagons, along
with their families and entire livelihood. This mobility later
allowed Western Steppe Herders to spread their genes,
technologies, and probably their languages across

enormous distances, including into South Asia.

Their way of life encouraged particular skills and
habits. Children grew up riding, learning to control
animals, read weather and landscape, and work in
coordinated groups when hunting or defending the herd.
Warfare and raiding were never far away. On a land

without walls or forests to hide behind, conflicts over
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pasture and animals could erupt quickly, and the same
skills used to surround a herd or wild animal could be
turned into tactics in battle. This does not mean they were
only warriors, but it does mean that courage, quick
decision-making, loyalty to kin, and the ability to move and

fight as a group was highly valued qualities.

Socially, many steppe groups seem to have been
organized around extended families and clans, woven
together into tribes under strong leaders or chieftains.
Power was personal and mobile, much like the people
themselves. A charismatic leader who could gather
followers and protect them might build a large
confederation, but after his death, alliances could break
apart as sons and rivals competed. In such a world,
reputation, gift-giving, hospitality, and promises mattered
greatly, because written laws and fixed borders were rare.
Relationships held things together where walls and offices
did not exist.

Culturally and spiritually, the steppe environment
shaped how people understood the universe. Big skies,
sudden storms, endless horizons, and the close dependence
on herd animals encouraged beliefs that often revolved
around sky, sun, wind, and powerful ancestors. Burials
found in mounds, with bodies placed in pit graves and
sometimes accompanied by animals, wagons, or weapons,
suggest strong ideas about honor, status, and an afterlife in
which the skills and tools of this world still mattered. Some
archaeologists and linguists link these Western Steppe
Herders—especially groups like the Yamnaya—to the spread
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of early Indo-European languages. This means that echoes
of their words may still live on today in Sanskrit and many

related tongues.

When people related to these steppe herders moved
towards South Asia and mixed with local populations, they
did not simply contribute some genes and disappear. They
also brought animal-keeping techniques, new ways of using
the horse and the wheel, and patterns of social organization
and myth that may have blended with existing traditions
already present in the subcontinent. Over time, whatever
conflicts and tensions existed at the beginning gave way to
families, shared villages, shared languages, and shared
cultures, until steppe ancestry became just one more thread
in the larger fabric of Indian DNA—still visible to science,

yet completely woven into everyday life.
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Indians Today

A genetic blend of ancient Ancestral Indians,
Iranian farmers, and Steppe herders
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This equation is a shorthand way to say that people in
India today descend from three very old ancestral streams
that blended over thousands of years: ancient South Asian
hunter-gatherers (AASI), early farming groups related to
those in Iran who helped build the Indus world, and later
Bronze Age steppe herders linked to Indo-Aryan migrations

Even within India, the balance between these ancestral
streams is not the same everywhere. In many northern parts
of the country, genetic studies tend to find a relatively
higher share of ancestry linked to the Indus-region farming
population and steppe herders, layered over the older
hunter-gatherer base. In many southern regions, there is
usually a stronger genetic echo of the ancient hunter-
gatherers of South Asia together with the Indusregion
farming mixture, and generally less steppe-related ancestry,

though it is still present to varying degrees.

Behind these broad patterns lies a detailed story that
scientists have pieced together from ancient bones and
modern DNA samples. DNA from remains near the old
Indus civilization often looks like a blend of Iranian-related
farming ancestry and local South Asian hunter-gatherers,
forming what some studies call “Indus-periphery-related”

ancestry.
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A cultural formation shaped by the genetic
blend of AASI and Iranian farmers

Over time, one branch of this population mixed more
with steppe herders arriving from the northwest,
contributing strongly to what geneticists label Ancestral
North Indian ancestry. Another branch moved toward the
south and east, mixing heavily with older hunter-gatherer
populations and contributing to what is labeled Ancestral
South Indian ancestry. Modern Indians inherit these
ancestral strands in different proportions, with added
genetic threads from East and Northeast Asian-related
groups in some regions, especially in the eastern and

northeastern parts of the subcontinent.

DNA studies show much of the mixing that shaped
today's Indian population occurred 4,000-4,500 years ago
(72000-1500 BCE), coinciding with the Indus Valley
Civilization's (IVC) decline (7 1900 BCE) and subsequent
steppe pastoralist influx from Central Asia. This period saw
movements, trade, and marriages blending pre-steppe locals

(AASI + Iranian farmers) with newcomers.
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These groups further turned endogamous (™ 2,000
years ago), freezing these mixtures. Modern community
differences thus reflect later social boundaries on this

shared, inter-mixed ancestry—not pure, separate origins.

To make this less abstract, imagine a young
professional living in Delhi today. His DNA is not labeled
anywhere on his skin, but if it could speak, it would tell a
long story. A good part of his ancestry might trace back to
early farming groups of the northwest—people connected in
different degrees to the world of the old Indus cities and to
communities of herders and cultivators who lived between
the Indus and the Ganga. Another deep layer would reach
even further back, into the ancient hunter-gatherers of
South Asia who walked these lands tens of thousands of
years ago, leaving traces of themselves in almost everyone

alive in India today.

On top of this, there may be a noticeable contribution
from steppe herders who moved in from the northwest a
few thousand years ago, bringing with them their own
languages, customs, and genes, which gradually blended
into the existing population rather than replacing it.
Smaller threads could connect him to East or Northeast
Asian-related groups, or to later movements of people
across the subcontinent, but the main picture is clear: even
one “ordinary” North Indian carries within him the

memory of farmers, foragers, and herders all at once.

Now imagine a schoolteacher from a small town in

Tamil Nadu or Karnataka. Her DNA tells a story with many
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of the same characters, but the proportions are different.
In her case, the ancient hunter-gatherer layer of South Asia
might be stronger, reflecting older populations who
adapted to the forests, hills, and coasts of the peninsula
over many thousands of years. She, too, is likely to carry a
significant share of ancestry from early farming groups
related in some way to the wider Indus-region and Iranian-
related farmers, whose ideas and crops slowly spread south
and east rather than arriving all at once. There may also be
a smaller, but still real, contribution from steppe herders in
her genetic story, along with hints of other connections
that came later; but overall, the balance of her “pie chart”
would lean a bit more towards the ancient South Asian
hunter-gatherers and Indus-linked farmers, and a bit less
toward the steppe herders, compared with our Delhi

professional.

If both were to look at their ancestry as colored circles
on a page, they would see many of the same colors—ancient
hunter-gatherers, Indus-region farmers and locals, steppe
herders from the northwest, and smaller East or Northeast
Asian-related streams—but the slices would not be
identical. His circle, representing one typical pattern for
many North Indians, might show larger slices for the Indus-
region farmers and steppe herders. Hers, representing one
common pattern for many South Indians, might show a
larger slice for the ancient hunter-gatherers of South Asia
and a somewhat smaller slice for the steppe herders. Yet
both circles would share the same basic message: there is no

single pure origin behind either of them, only different
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blends of shared, ancient ingredients that bind North and
South, city and village, one person and another, into a vast,

intertwined human story.

What all of this makes clear is that there is no single
“original Indian” hidden behind the diversity of today.
Almost every population studied so far turns out to be the
product of mixtures—sometimes very ancient, sometimes
more recent—between different ancestral groups. Some
groups carry more of the deep hunter-gatherer signal, some
more of the Indus-region farmer signal, some more of the
steppe herder signal, and some more of East/Northeast
Asian-related ancestry, but the lines between them are
blurred, and the overlaps are many. If the genes of India
could be imagined as a dish, they would resemble a
complex khichdi rather than a single grain: many
ingredients slowly cooked together over time, each region

and community adding its own spice and flavor.

This genetic story does not erase culture, language, or
spiritual identity; it simply shows that beneath all the
differences of region, caste, religion, and language, people
in India share deep, intertwined roots. Farming tied
humans more tightly to the land, and migrations tied them
more tightly to one another. The DNA carried quietly in
every cell of the body is a record of journeys and encounters

that no written text can completely preserve.

This raises a deeper question: why did societies that
once mingled with ease begin to draw sharper lines around

who was considered a suitable partner or neighbor? How
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did notions of status, purity, and belonging gradually
transform the fluid spectrum of human difference into
rigid social categories! To trace this shift is not only to study
the past—it is also to confront the ways our own ideas of
‘community’ may still carry echoes of choices made
centuries ago, when invisible boundaries first hardened

into lasting divisions.

Seen through the lens of this book, these findings offer
yet another way to understand evolution: not as a straight
ladder or a pure bloodline, but as a branching, weaving
story in which the ancestors of modern Indians walked,
farmed, travelled, met, and merged long before any modern
borders, labels, or identities existed. This is how of our
origins—solid, measurable, woven from DNA and bones.
But now Reason Meets Wonder: if reason reveals such a
tangled history of our bodies, what happens when we turn
it toward our beliefs, our rituals, and the deeper why that

has always stirred the human heart?
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Reason Meets Wonder —
Part 1

In the beginning, human groups were small and mobile,
living as hunter-gatherers who moved with animals and
seasons, sharing food and decisions because survival
depended deeply on one another. Leaders were not kings
or officials, but people trusted for their skill or wisdom, and
their influence lasted only as long as the group continued
to accept it. Over thousands of years, some communities
slowly began to grow crops and keep animals. This allowed
them to stay in one place, build simple houses, store food,
and support more people than a wandering band ever
could. With this settled life came new roles: some farmed,
some made tools and some handled rituals or trade. As
villages became towns and then early cities, these
differences in work gradually turned into differences in

status.

80



As societies grew larger, they needed clearer ways to
make decisions and manage conflicts. Elders and tribal
leaders turned into chiefs and kings, sometimes claiming
support from gods or ancestors so that people who had
never met them would still accept their rule. Governments
formed to organized farming, collect resources, defend
borders, and build common works like canals and walls,
creating a new layer of power above everyday life. Much
later in history, some societies tried a different path.
Instead of power passing only by birth, they created
assemblies, councils, and voting, so that at least part of the
community could share in choosing rulers and making

rules.

Alongside these political changes, culture became a
way for societies to understand and explain themselves. Art,
music, and ritual offered comfort and identity, turning fear
of nature and death into shared ceremonies and stories.
Myths and legends connected ordinary people to heroes,
ancestors, and gods, while careful watching of the sky,
seasons, and patterns of life slowly grew into early science
calendars to time the crops, numbers to count grain, and
simple records to track promises and debts. In this way,
imagination and observation worked together: stories gave
meaning to the world, and practical knowledge helped

people live within it.

The way people exchanged things also changed as
societies became more complex. In small groups and early
villages, people mostly shared or bartered, directly

swapping goods and services—grain for tools, help in the

81



fields for meat—based on need and personal ties. But barter
became difficult when strangers met or when values did not
match, because each side had to want exactly what the other
offered. To solve this, communities slowly adopted forms
of money—first useful items, then metal pieces, and later
coins and paper. These acted as a common measure of
value and made trade easier across long distances and large
markets. Over time, this created economies where most
people depended on trades and transactions with people

they would never meet.

At every stage, inequality grew alongside complexity.
Differences in role and responsibility turned into fixed
hierarchies of class, caste, and gender, shaping who owned
land, who did heavy work, who learned to read, and who
spoke for the group. In many places, these divisions were
explained as natural or sacred, so that being born into a
certain family, community, or sex quietly set the limits of
one’s life. Yet people have always pushed back. Through
everyday acts of resistance, reform efforts, and movements
for rights and equality, humans kept questioning who gets
to decide the shape of society, showing that our social world

is something we build—and can rebuild—together.

As human groups learned to live together in larger,
more organized ways, the village and the city became the
real laboratories of society. What began as small farming
settlements slowly turned into dense urban spaces where
thousands of people shared streets, water, markets, and
rules, demanding new levels of planning and cooperation.

To see what this shift looked like at its best in the ancient
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world, it helps to zoom in on one of the earliest and most
remarkable urban experiments on the subcontinent: the
Indus Valley Civilization, with its carefully planned cities
like Harappa and Mohenjo-daro, its advanced drainage

systems, and its tightly organized social and economic life.

The Indus Valley Civilization was one of the great
experiments in human living: a vast urban world that grew
along the Indus and its tributaries roughly between 3300
and 1300 BCE, with its most developed phase between
about 2600 and 1900 BCE. At a time when many societies
were still centered on small farming villages or temple-
dominated city-states, these communities built large,
carefully planned cities that look strikingly “modern” in

how they organized space, water, and daily life.

Unlike Mesopotamia or Egypt, the Indus cities do not
greet us with towering temples or gigantic statues of gods.
Archaeologists have not found clear, large-scale temple
complexes or monumental religious architecture that can
be confidently identified as dedicated to deities. This
absence does not mean the people had no spiritual life, but
it does suggest that public life was not dominated by grand
ritual structures in the way it was elsewhere. What
dominates the landscape instead is civic design: straight
streets laid out in grids, standardized baked bricks, separate
residential and public areas, and an almost obsessive
attention to drainage and water management. Houses often
had their own bathing areas and latrines connected by
chutes and covered drains to larger channels in the streets,

showing a concern for cleanliness and privacy that went
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beyond simple practicality. Public works like the Great
Bath at Mohenjo-daro, large granaries, wells, platforms, and
assembly-like structures indicate that shared resources and
shared spaces were central to how these cities imagined the

good life.

This pattern reveals an Indus world strongly focused
on practical, material needs. Warehouses for grain, covered
drains for waste, uniform weights for fair trade, and roads
linking far-off places all point towards one goal: building
cities where people could live well, and trade could flow
smoothly. Water got managed, food got stored, streets
stayed clean, and trade remained trustworthy. If rituals
happened, they likely remained private—in homes or small
local spaces—rather than dominating public life through
giant temples or priestly displays. The Indus Valley stands
as striking proof that a great civilization can channel its
intelligence into everyday order and shared progress

without relying on towering gods or grand altars.

The smaller objects the Indus people left behind
extend this impression. Archaeologists have recovered
thousands of seals, pottery pieces, and figurines showing
bulls, elephants, rhinoceroses, composite creatures, and
human figures engaged in what appear to be ordinary or
symbolic scenes. Many of these items seem tied to trade and
identification. Seals with animal motifs and short
inscriptions were likely used to stamp goods, mark
ownership, or signal the identity of merchants and officials.
Some figurines might represent fertility, mother goddesses,

or proto-Shiva-ike figures, and some scholars see possible
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ritual trees or sacred animals. However, the religious
meaning of these is contested and far from settled.
Compared to later Indian art, the Indus visual world shows
more animals, objects, and everyday forms than
recognizable gods, organized cult scenes, or elaborate
mythological stories carved in stone. The visual language
feels practical and symbolic at once, but not dominated by

a clear, public pantheon.

The deepest mystery of this civilization is its script.
More than 4,000 inscribed objects have been found so far:
seals, sealings, small tablets, pottery sherds, tools, and
ornaments bearing short lines of signs, usually paired with
an image such as the famous “unicorn” bull. Most
inscriptions are extremely brief, often just four to eight
characters, with no long continuous texts carved on
monuments or written on clay tablets as in Mesopotamia.
This conciseness is one of the main reasons the script has
resisted decipherment. Another major obstacle is the lack
of a bilingual inscription—a “Rosetta Stone” equivalent
where the same text appears in both a known language and
in the Indus signs. Without that key, scholars must rely on
statistics, sign order, and comparison to later scripts, but
the available data remains too limited to produce a

consensus.

As a result, the Indus script has become a testing
ground for many theories. One major line of thought
argues that the script encoded an early Dravidian language,
pointing to later place names, agricultural terms, and

possible continuities in South Indian languages. Others
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suggest an Indo-Aryan link, connections to early forms of
Brahmi, or even a system that was not a full language at all
but a set of non-linguistic symbols used mainly for marking
goods, clans, or offices. Recent computational and
linguistic studies have tried new angles—analyzing patterns
of sign repetition, their position in sequences, and
comparing them to known writing systems—but they still
disagree on basic questions such as whether the script is
fully phonetic, partly logographic, or something different.
A recent push, even including prize challenges to crack the
code, shows how strongly this undeciphered script
continues to pull the scientific and imaginative mind. For
now, the people who built one of the most ordered urban
worlds of the ancient age remain largely silent in their own

words.

To unravel these farmers' deeper story—who they were,
where they came from, and what happened after their cities
faded, we turn to DNA. Ancient genomes from Indus sites
and related borderlands reveal a mix of local hunter-
gatherers and early Iranian-related farming ancestry, but
little sign of steppe herders during the civilization's peak.
This genetic puzzle leads directly to the mobile steppe
groups from the north, whose arrival later reshaped the

region's people and languages.

The question of steppe herders and their role in the
formation of the Indus Valley Civilization bring in genetics
and longrange migration. Western Steppe Herders were
mobile pastoral groups from the grasslands north of the

Black Sea and Caspian Sea, often seen as key players in the
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spread of Indo-European languages and in later Bronze Age
shifts across Eurasia. Ancient DNA studies have shown that
these steppe populations contributed significantly to the
ancestry of many later peoples in Europe and parts of Asia,
including modern South Asians, but the timing of that

contribution matters.

When researchers managed to sequence an ancient
genome from an individual associated with the Indus
Civilization at Rakhigarhi, they found something striking:
this person’s DNA showed a mixture of ancestry related to
ancient [ranian connected farming groups and South Asian
hunter-gatherers, but little to no ancestry from steppe
pastoralists. This fits with broader analyses of individuals
from the “Indus Periphery,” communities in or around the
Indus cultural sphere, which also show a characteristic mix
of Iranian-related and South Asian ancestry but negligible
steppe ancestry during the height of the civilization. In
other words, the core population that built and lived in the
Indus Valley cities seems to have formed mainly from older
local South Asian groups mixing with Iranian-related
farming and foraging lineages, not from incoming steppe

herders.

Later, after the decline of the Indus urban system
around 1900 BCE, the genetic picture begins to change.
Large-scale studies suggest that people with steppe
pastoralist ancestry entered South Asia after the main
urban phase of the Indus Civilization had already ended.
They mixed with groups descended from Indus

populations and helped form what geneticists call
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“Ancestral North Indians.” This steppe-linked ancestry
becomes visible in Iron Age and later individuals and is
widespread in many modern South Asian groups, but it
appears to be a post-Indus layer rather than a founding
ingredient of the civilization itself. The absence of steppe
signatures in the Harappan genome and related samples
argues strongly against the idea that steppe herders played
a direct role in creating the Indus cities, their script, or their

civic order.

This does not mean there was no contact at all
between steppe pastoralists and Indusrelated groups.
Trade routes and cultural exchanges could still have carried
ideas, goods, and perhaps small numbers of people across
regions. But the available genetic and archaeological evidence
points to a clear sequence: first, the rise of an urban, largely
indigenous-Indus world built on older West Asian and South
Asian roots, and only later the arrival and mixing of steppe-derived
populations. The Indus Valley Civilization stands as its own
center of gravity in history—an wurban, apparently secular,
scientifically minded society whose wvoice is still locked in an
undeciphered script. Whatever came later from the northern
grasslands arrived after its great cities had already begun to fall

silent.

Many of the surviving images from the Indus Valley
come from small seals and tablets, where animals are carved
with a care that suggests both familiarity and meaning:
hump-backed bulls, “unicorn” creatures, elephants,
rhinoceroses, tigers, buffalo, goats, and antelopes all appear

in fine profile. These animals likely mattered both
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economically and symbolically—they were part of the
landscape people lived with, traded through, and perhaps
organized their clans or professions around, which is why
they sit alongside the short, undeciphered lines of script
that may have named owners, groups, or goods. The
unicorn motif, in particular, shows up again and again,
more often than any other animal, hinting at an idea,
office, or identity we can sense but not decode. In this
crowded bestiary, there is one striking absence: clear,
undisputed depictions of horses. Archaeologists have long
noted that while later Indian art is full of horses and horse-
drawn chariots, the mature Indus layers show, at best,
extremely doubtful or late horse evidence, and no seals
where a horse is obviously honored alongside the major
animals of the plains. This suggests that the horse either
was not yet central to Indus life or had not been adopted
in a way that demanded visual prominence, a pattern that
fits with the broader view that widespread horse use in the
subcontinent grows stronger in the centuries after the main

Indus urban phase fades.

This silence of horses and of readable words leads to a
deeper, unsettling question about ancestry and memory.
When we look at the bricks, drains, seals, and skeletons of
the Indus cities, we do not immediately recognize the
markers many modern South Asians use to tell their own
story—no Sanskrit hymns carved in stone, no familiar
deities in clear form, no obvious temples, and, in the
genetics of at least one Harappan individual, no detectable

ancestry from the steppe pastoralists who later leave such a
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deep imprint on much of the region’s DNA. Ancient DNA
studies now suggest a sequence: first, a long, local process
in which people related to ancient Iranian farmers and
South Asian hunter-gatherers mixed to form the
populations behind the Indus urban world; only after the
civilization declined did new groups with steppe ancestry
arrive and blend into this older base, contributing
significantly to the ancestry of many present-day
communities. That raises a provocative possibility for the reader
to sit with: if the script is unread, the gods are uncertain, the horse
is quiet, and the steppe signal comes late, how much of what we
call “our” tradition—texts, pantheons, languages, social codes—was
shaped not by the high point of the Indus Valley itself, but in the
long, creative, and sometimes violent centuries after its cities
crumbled and new peoples and ideas flowed into the subcontinent?
In other words, are we heirs to the Indus in ways we barely
understand, standing on foundations we cannot yet read -
while most of the stories we consciously tell about who we
are were composed in a world built after the drains ran dry

and the steppe winds finally reached India?

For more than a century, one powerful idea claimed
that Indo-European-speaking “Aryans” came into the
subcontinent in a dramatic invasion: a wave of horse-riding,
chariot-driving outsiders sweeping down from the
northwest, defeating or replacing the people of the Indus
Valley and planting the seeds of Vedic culture and the caste
order. This older “Aryan Invasion Theory” imagined
history almost like a single decisive war, with clear winners

and losers, and was sometimes used in colonial times to
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explain Indian society as the product of one conquering
race ruling over another. Over time, many scholars began
to question this picture, partly because archaeology did not
show clear layers of widespread destruction across Indus
sites that could be tied to a sudden invasion, and partly
because the story felt too simple for the messy reality of
human movement. Today, very few researchers support the
idea of a single, violent invasion in the old sense, even

though the phrase still survives in popular debates.

In place of that, more gradual models have taken
shape. One family of views talks about Indo-Aryan
migrations rather than invasions: movements of people
over many generations from Central Asia into South Asia,
through passes and corridors, settling in different regions,
interacting with and absorbing local groups rather than
simply wiping them out. Archaeological discussions point
to cultures like the Bactria-Margiana Archaeological
Complex (BMAC), the Gandhara Grave Culture in today’s
northwest Pakistan and Afghanistan, and the Ochre
Colored Pottery culture in the Ganga-Yamuna plains as
potential stages or meeting grounds in this long process. In
these models, what changes is not just who is living where
but how languages spread: Indo-Aryan speech could move
with relatively small groups who held military, ritual, or
economic influence, and then be adopted by much larger

local populations over time.

Alongside this, there are also indigenous development
perspectives. Some scholars and thinkers argue that Vedic

culture and Sanskrit may have grown largely from within
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the subcontinent, perhaps even connected in some way to
late Indus or post-Indus cultures, with little or no need to
invoke major migrations from the steppe. Others suggest
complex two-way movements—people moving out of South
Asia as well as in—creating a network of exchanges rather
than a one-directional “arrival.” These views often arise not
only from specific interpretations of archaeology and
linguistics but also from understandable concerns about
identity and history: who gets to be called original, who gets
labeled as newcomer, and how that labels present-day
communities. The result is a landscape of theories where

data and emotion become closely intertwined.

Recent linguistic and genetic work has added new
layers to the debate. Comparative linguistics still sees strong
ties between Vedic Sanskrit and other Indo-European
languages, pointing to a shared ancestral language spoken
outside the subcontinent, which suggests some movement
of Indo-Aryan speech into India rather than its
independent birth here.

These steppe-derived lineages today contribute a
variable share of the genetic ancestry of many South Asian
groups, and the same studies argue that these movements
were “almost certainly” tied to the spread of Indo-
European, and specifically Indo-Aryan, languages. At the
same time, a genome from an individual directly connected
to the Indus Civilization at Rakhigarhi shows no steppe
ancestry, confirming that the main urban Harappan
population was formed before these steppe-related genes

arrived. So, the picture emerging here is not of invading
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hordes wiping out Indus people, but of later, significant

genetic and cultural mixing added onto an older local base.

But steppe groups did not move only east—they also
reached west. In the Mitanni kingdom (modern Syria-
Turkey, around 1500-1300 BCE), Hurrian rulers used
Indo-Aryan names such as Tushratta (linked to Dasaratha,
“ten chariots”). Their treaties invoked gods familiar from
the Rig Veda—Indra, Varuna, Mitra, and the Nasatyas.
Even a horsetraining manual contains Sanskritlike

numbers: aika (one), tera (three).

What appears here is not a full language shift, but a
thin Indo-Aryan layer over a Hurrian base—suggesting
movement, contact, and exchange long before the Vedic

world fully formed in India.

This raises an intriguing possibility: did some of the
names and ideas we associate with early Indian texts travel
across regions before settling into the forms we now
recognize! Migrations, after all, are rarely straight lines from
one homeland to another. They are more like rivers joining
streams—carrying people, words, technologies, and beliefs

across wide landscapes.

As these steppe-linked groups moved and mixed with
older populations of the subcontinent, they may have
contributed threads to what later became Sanskrit
traditions, Vedic hymns, and familiar deities. Yet the
picture is still incomplete. What we see today may not be a
single origin story, but a layered one—where ideas, like

people, arrive, adapt, and blend over time.
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All of this brings us back to some deeper questions. The Indus
cities were built by people whose script we still cannot read, whose
gods we cannot clearly identify, and whose DNA shows no steppe
ancestry. At the same time, many of the languages, texts, rituals,
and social systems we call “ours” today seem to have taken shape
later, in a world influenced by new arrivals and long periods of

change.

So, what does this mean for how we think about our past?
Are our stories of an unbroken, ancient identity really made up of
many different layers—Indus, post-Indus, steppe, and many local

cultures—that we now see as one continuous story?

When we say, “this has always been our tradition,” are we
describing something truly timeless, or are we overlooking the

changes, movements, and forgotten histories beneath it?

And if so much of what we believe about origins—who came
first, who belongs, who is “original”—can change with discoveries,
then how should we treat our history? Should we use it to prove
fixed ideas, or should we see it as a living, unfinished story—one
that reminds us to stay open and humble about what we think we

know?
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Reason Meets Wonder —
Part 2

hen we question invasions, migrations, and lost

cities, the story keeps circling back to one quiet but
powerful presence: the people who were already here, long
before any chariots or written hymns arrived. These long-
standing populations are not just a genetic fact but also a
cultural one. Indigenous and tribal communities in India—
often referred to as Adivasis—are heirs to very old ways of
living with forests, hills, coasts, and rivers, and today they
still make up a significant share of the population. Their
knowledge of local ecologies, crops, animals, and medicinal
plants comes from centuries of careful observation and
practice. It represents a living archive of how people have
survived and adapted within specific landscapes. Studies of
South Asian ancestry indicate that groups in southern and
eastern India carry a strong imprint of lineages formed

when Indusrelated populations mixed with communities
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having higher proportions of these older AASI hunter-
gatherer roots. These lineages connect present-day native
communities to very early chapters in the subcontinent’s

human story.

The cultural diversity within these native groups is
immense. India alone has thousands of languages and
dialects, with at least 121 spoken by more than 10,000
people. Many of these languages belong to tribal and
indigenous communities across Indo-Aryan, Dravidian,
Austroasiatic, Sino-Tibetan, and other smaller families.
Languages like Santhali, Gondi, Khasi, and many others
carry worldviews that are often transmitted almost entirely
through oral tradition- songs, myths, epics, and rituals that
encode history, ethics, and environmental knowledge
without ever appearing in a written text. Their relevance
endures. These traditions offer sustainable practices like
sacred groves that protect biodiversity, ethical models of
communal harmony countering hierarchy, and ecological
wisdom—such as crop rotation or medicinal plants—that
quietly support food security and health without always

receiving formal credit.

These communities have quietly but decisively shaped
what we call civilization in the region. Even today, research
highlights how indigenous communities contribute to
environmental conservation and to achieving goals like
food security and health, not through abstract policy, but
through ways of living that treat nature as a partner rather

than a resource to be exhausted.

96



When we look at these debates about invasions and
migrations, a deeper question comes up: who do we really
mean when we say “we”? If modern South Asians are made
from many layers—ancient hunter-gatherers, early farmers,
Indus people, steppe migrants, and many local cultures—

then why do we see some as more “native” than others!?

Are “indigenous people” only those who still live in
forests and hills, or are their histories also a part of people

living in cities who may not even realize it?

And when we talk about civilization—its cities, texts,
governments, and markets—do we remember where it all
came from! Much of it was built on the knowledge and
work of people whose names were never recorded: those
who saved seeds, lived close to nature, told stories in small
languages, and understood the land long before writing

even existed.

By now, language has quietly become one of the main
characters in this story. The Indus cities speak in tiny, silent
inscriptions; later Vedic poets chant verses that still vibrate
in rituals today; and somewhere between those worlds,
scripts appear, disappear, and change direction—literally.
The more evidence piles up, the less simple the question
becomes: when we say “our ancient language,” what exactly

are we talking about—sounds, scripts, or the stories we tell
about both?

Take Sanskrit. As a language, especially in its Vedic
form, it is old even by ancient standards, part of the early

Old Indo-Aryan branch of the wider Indo-European family.
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Linguists, comparing sounds and grammar across related
languages, usually place the composition of the Rigveda
somewhere in the second millennium BCE, often in the
broad band between about 1500 and 1200 BCE, with the
wider Vedic period stretching roughly from the mid-
second to mid-first millennium BCE. But these dates are
inferred, not stamped on stone. They rest on comparisons
and models that could shift as new data appears. And for
most of that time, Vedic Sanskrit lived primarily as an oral
tradition—meticulously memorized and passed down. So,
the “age of Sanskrit” depends on whether one asks when
people first spoke it, when they first sang it in a form we
would recognize, or when someone finally wrote it down in

a script like Brahmi or, much later, Devanagari.

Now place this beside the Indus script. The Indus
Valley Civilization’s mature phase (c. 2600-1900 BCE)
predates our earliest secure evidence for written Sanskrit by
many centuries, yet its script remains undeciphered.
Scholars have identified roughly 400-600 distinct signs,
often arranged in very short sequences—the average length
is about five signs, with the longest single-line text just over
a dozen—suggesting a compact system that may have mixed
word-signs and sound-signs in some logo-syllabic way. Most
experts think the writing normally runs from right to left,
with occasional boustrophedon lines that snake back and
forth, based on how signs are crowded toward the left edge

as if the writer were running out of space at the end.

By contrast, the major historical scripts used for

Sanskrit—Brahmi and its descendants like Devanagari—are
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written left to right and are clearly phonetic, designed to
map sounds systematically rather than using a small, dense
sign inventory like Indus. At the level of script, then, Indus
and classical Sanskrit writing do not look like close
relatives; and without bilingual texts, any claim that one
“is” the other in disguise is, at best, still a hope rather than

a demonstrated fact.

If an undeciphered script, written right-to-left on tiny
seals, flourished in cities that peaked before our earliest
Vedic hymns were composed, what does that do to
confident statements about Sanskrit being “the oldest” or
about a single continuous written tradition from Indus to
today? If Vedic Sanskrit is indeed ancient but was carried
for centuries in memory rather than stone, can we
meaningfully compare its age to a script we cannot read but
can see baked into bricks from an earlier urban world? And
if even basic parameters—like direction of writing, number
of signs, and possible structure—suggest that Indus and later
Sanskrit scripts belong to quite different families, is it time
to hold our origin stories more lightly- as questions we are

still refining rather than verdicts we have already delivered?

Language has brought this chapter to an odd but
fascinating edge: one civilization speaking in right-to-left
signs that we cannot read, another tradition carrying
Sanskrit verses in human memory long before they settled
into left-to-right scripts, and a whole spectrum of claims
about what counts as “original” or “most ancient.” Once
sounds, scripts, and meanings start slipping away from

certainty like this, it is almost inevitable that someone will
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ask a deeper question: if even our words about the world
are this unstable, what about the world itself—and the “self”
that is trying so hard to name it! That is the moment when
the story of this land stops being only about bricks,
migrations, DNA, or undeciphered signs, and turns into
something else: a long experiment called philosophy, where
people begin to treat doubt not as a problem to be silenced,

but as a path to walk.

By the time philosophy arrives in this story, humans
here have already experimented with almost everything
else. They have formed bands and kingdoms, built cities
and drains, watched civilizations rise and fall, argued about
invasions and migrations, and even turned language itself
into a mystery- with undeciphered seals on one side and
finely tuned Sanskrit chants on the other. At some point,
almost as if exhausted by bricks, borders, and bloodlines,
people in this land began asking a different kind of
question: not “Who came first!” or “Who owns this river?”,
but “Who am 17”7, “What is all this!”, and “Is there anything
that does not change?” That shift—from organizing the
world outside to examining the world inside—is where

philosophy, in the Indian sense, begins to take shape.

Early Indian philosophy grew out of the Vedic world,
but slowly turned the spotlight in a new direction. The
Vedas are among the oldest layers of thought in this
region—hymns and ritual formulas composed and
memorized between about 1500 and 500 BCE, asking gods
for very practical things: rain during drought, healthy cattle,

victory in battle and protection for the tribe. For a long
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time, the central problem was “How do we perform the
ritual correctly so that the universe stays in order!”, a kind
of outer technology using sound and fire, like trying to keep
the cosmic machine well-oiled by pressing the right buttons
and saying the right words at the right time.

In the later Vedic age, especially in the Upanishads
(roughly 700-300 BCE), some teachers and students began
to turn inward. They still used the language of earlier
chants and symbols, but started asking deeper questions.
Instead of focusing only on “Which god brings rain?” they
began to ask, “Behind all these different gods and changing
forms, is there one underlying reality?” and “Behind all my
changing thoughts and roles, is there something in me that

does not change?”

To make this clearer, imagine someone who first
praises a river god for water, and later sits quietly and asks,
“What is that ‘something’ present in the river, the sky,
other people, and also in me!” From this shift came a
powerful idea: the deepest layer within a person was called
Atman (the inner self), and the deepest reality behind
everything was called Brahman. Some Upanishadic thinkers
suggested—carefully—that at the most fundamental level,

these two are not separate.

Rather than completely rejecting rituals, these
thinkers began to move beyond them. The focus shifted
from performing the ritual correctly to understanding the
one performing it. In a way, the fire of the ritual was turned

inward—toward the mind and the self.
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From this turning came a whole forest of schools and
teachers. Kapila, associated with the Samkhya system,
described a universe made of two basic ingredients:
Purusha, pure awareness, and Prakriti, the ever-changing
nature that includes body, mind, and world. In simple
terms, Samkhya says suffering happens because awareness
gets entangled with what it watches, like someone
forgetting they are in a cinema and panicking at the movie.
Freedom, then, is a kind of clear seeing: recognizing that
thoughts, feelings, and events are movements in Prakriti,
while Purusha is the silent witness. Patanjali, linked with
the Yoga school, took this insight and turned it into a step-
by-step practice manual: still the body, regulates the breath,
focus the mind, and slowly peel away distractions until
awareness can test in itself. One gives a theory of the

problem; the other gives a training plan.

Other thinkers pushed in different directions. The
Nyaya school, associated with the sage Gautama (not the
Buddha), treated clear thinking as a spiritual duty. It asked:
When can we say we truly know something’ What makes
an argument valid? How do we tell a reliable perception
from an illusion? Nyaya developed detailed tools of logic
and debate not just to win face-offs, but because it believed
ignorance and confusion are major sources of suffering;
cleaning up our reasoning is part of cleaning up our lives.
Around the same civilizational space, Jain and Buddhist
thinkers went further in challenging inherited ideas about

the soul, karma, violence, and liberation, sometimes
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agreeing with Vedic thinkers, sometimes disagreeing

sharply, but always taking inner life seriously.

If you place the Vedas, Upanishads, and Puranas next
to each other, it almost feels like watching the same
civilization change its way of talking to the divine—from fire
signals, to whispered philosophy, to full-blown narratives
with gods as main characters. Underneath runs a simple
but unsettling question: as human beings changed, did
their idea of “sacred” also have to become more human to

survive!

There is a catch, though. Vedic sacrifice is mostly in
the hands of trained Brahmin priests, operating in difficult
Sanskrit with strict purity rules; Kshatriyas and Vaishyas
sponsor and participate, while Shudras are expected mainly
to serve, in line with early varna ideals. The Upanishadic
conversations, meanwhile, often happen in small circles—
gurus and select students wrestling with Atman-Brahman,
maya, and moksha. Powerful material, but not exactly
user-friendly if you are a farmer, potter, washerwoman, or

cowherd.

Now imagine this same world facing competition.
New Sramana movements—Buddhism, Jainism, and
others—are offering simpler, sharper paths: ethical living,
non-violence, meditation, and liberation without expensive
animal sacrifices or priestly gatekeeping. If you are a
merchant or a craftsperson in that age, what sounds more
appealing: sponsoring a complex ritual whose results you

cannot verify, or following a monk who says, “Stop killing
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animals, curb your greed, watch your mind, and see the

result yourself”?

It is in this crowded, anxious environment that the
Puranas start to crystallize (roughly 300 BCE-1500 CE): a
loose family of narrative texts—traditionally linked to
Vyasa—that claim to tell you “Ancient” stories about gods,
kings, the universe, and the cycles of time. Eighteen of
them come to be seen as “major” Puranas, but the genre as

a whole is sprawling and flexible.

Instead of dry doctrine, the Puranas offer scenes you
can see and feel. Gods and demons churning the ocean
with a mountain to bring up nectar. Shiva calmly drank
poison to save the world. Krishna stealing butter, dancing
with cowherd girls, and advising a prince on a battlefield.
Vishnu takes different avatars—from a fish to Rama—to
keep dragging a chaotic world back towards some kind of
balance. Each story works like a sugar-coated pill: beneath
the drama lie lessons about dharma, karma, desire, ego, and

the fragile line between chaos and order.

You could say that the Puranas take Vedic ritual and
Upanishadic insight and give them subtitles for a stratified,
Kali-Yuga audience: subtitles in the language of story,
emotion, and everyday dilemmas. As the varna system
hardens into a more rigid caste hierarchy over the
centuries, access to Vedic learning and big shruti rituals
becomes even more restricted in many regions—especially
for Shudras and women. Puranas quietly slip under this

fence. They are composed in more accessible Sanskrit and
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later in regional languages; they are meant to be heard in
public recitations, sung in temples, retold at village

gatherings, and in homes.

Many Puranic passages directly or indirectly
recommend themselves as the appropriate scripture for
Kali Yuga, when people are said to have shorter lifespans,
weaker memory, and less discipline for old Vedic
austerities. Animal sacrifices are often downplayed or
declared unsuitable; simple acts like hearing, chanting, or
remembering the names and stories of the deity are
promised to bring merit, purification, even liberation—

regardless of caste or gender, as long as there is bhakti.

In other words, the same civilization that keeps Vedic
sacrifice enclosed in ritual spaces now carries Puranic katha
into streets and courtyards. The altar is still there, but
beside it stands the storyteller, telling a version of the same
truths in a way that a child, a domestic worker, or a small
trader can actually follow. Another shift is visual and
emotional. In the Vedic world, gods often feel like forces
of nature—storm, fire, dawn, law—with relatively few
personal details. In the Puranic world, the same or related
beings acquire biographies, families, love stories,
arguments, favorite foods, and hometowns. Vishnu is not
just a preserver; he is Krishna, the butter-thief and
charioteer, and Rama, the exiled king trying to uphold
dharma in a messy world. Shiva is not just a wild ascetic; he
is also a husband, father, dancer, and patron of misfits. A
woman abandoned by her husband can see herself in Sita’s

story; a person crushed by guilt can see a path in tales of
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sinners forgiven by grace; even younger listeners may still
laugh at Krishna’s mischief. The abstract Upanishadic idea
that the same reality runs through everything becomes, in
Puranic hands, a neighborhood relationship: “This god
knows what my kind of life feels like.”

All this does not mean everyone agreed. Even today,
some see the Puranas as late, noisy, populist layers that
diluted the purity of Vedic and Upanishadic thought—too
many miracles, too much sectarian politics, too much
emotional blackmail. Others argue that without this
narrative turn, most people would have been left standing
outside the door of high philosophy, peeping in through
the keyhole. You might read this not just as a religious
debate, but as a very old human dilemma: should truth
speak in equations or in stories! Should wisdom stay subtle,
even if few can reach it, or should it dress up in characters
and plot so that millions can at least start walking towards
it?

The Vedas tried one answer, the Upanishads another,
the Puranas a third. When you listen to a katha today—
about Krishna’s tricks or Shiva’s rage—you might ask
yourself: am I just being entertained, or is this story doing
to me in slow motion what a dense Upanishadic verse once
tried to do in a single line? And if it is, does it matter that
the path to that insight now runs through a crowded, noisy,

very human lane?

Gautama Buddha, who, in a sense, walks into this

crowded marketplace of ideas and changes the tone
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somewhere between the Vedic period and the Puranic
world. Born into a rich world of Vedic ritual and emerging
Upanishadic speculation, he asks a question that cuts
through the noise: why do we suffer, and what can we
actually do about it right now? Instead of building a system
on an eternal self, he turns attention to impermanence, to
how everything—body, feelings, thoughts, relationships—is
constantly changing, and how clinging to what changes
produces pain. His four noble truths and eightfold path are
philosophy presented like a doctor’s report and recovery
plan: diagnosis, cause, possibility of cure, and treatment. If
some earlier traditions were like elaborate cosmic maps, the
Buddha offers a simple, if demanding, travel guide: watch

carefully, act wisely, train the mind, and see for yourself.

Over time, these and other schools—Vedanta,
Mimamsa, Samkhya, Yoga, Nyaya, Vaisheshika, along with
Buddhist and Jain systems—created a very rich toolkit. They
argued about almost everything: Does a permanent self-
exist! Is the world ultimately one or many? Are things real
in themselves or only in relation to other things! Is
liberation a quiet watching, a merging with absolute reality,
or the complete ending of the sense of “I”? Yet, underneath
the disagreements, they shared a few big assumptions: that
life involves suffering or dissatisfaction; that this is not
random; that it can be understood; and that honest
inquiry—through logic, meditation, or ethical living—can
change the way we experience being human. Philosophy

was not just clever talk; it was a way of trying to heal.
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The influence of these experiments did not stay
limited to the subcontinent. Buddhism carried Indian
ideas about impermanence, compassion, and the nature of
self into Sri Lanka, Southeast Asia, Tibet, China, Korea,
and Japan, shaping entire cultures and their arts, ethics,
and politics. Concepts like ahimsa (non-violence) moved
through Jain, Buddhist, and Hindu streams and much later
inspired Mahatma Gandhi’s satyagraha, which in turn
influenced global movements for civil rights and
decolonization led by figures such as Martin Luther King
Jr. In the modern era, Vedantic ideas about a deeper self
and interconnected reality, and yogic practices of breath
and attention, have seeped into psychology, spirituality,
and everyday life across the world—from meditation apps
and therapy rooms to environmental thinking that sees all
life as linked. Often, the modern versions are shallower
than the original systems, but the very fact that people
everywhere are borrowing these tools shows how far the

questions have travelled.

For this book’s journey, though, the most important
thing about the birth of philosophy in India is not a list of
schools or dates, but the habit it introduces: to pause,
doubt, and look again. If cities, genes, and scripts have
already shown that our favorite stories about “who we are”
are more layered than we thought, philosophy asks whether
even our sense of self and reality might be works in
progress. It does not ask us to accept any single answer—not

even its own—but to test ideas against experience, to watch
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the mind as carefully as an Indus builder watched water,

and to remain curious rather than cling to certainty.

In the chapters ahead, as the book moves closer to our
own times—modern science, nation-states, digital lives—
these old questions will return in new clothes: What is a
person! What is a society? What are we evolving towards,
and who gets to decide what “progress” even means’! The
ancient philosophers will not give the final word, but they
will walk beside the reader, quietly asking, as they always

have: “Are you sure!”

This chapter has followed humans in this land from
small groups to cities, from silent seals to sung verses, and
from arguments about who came from where to questions
about who we really are. Along the way, one pattern keeps
returning: whenever things become too messy outside—too
many gods, too many groups, too many stories—someone
here turns inward and asks, “What holds all this together,

and what am [ supposed to do inside it?”

Philosophy answered one part of that by exploring self,
reality, and liberation. In the next chapter, the focus will
shift to another deep idea that tried to hold both the
cosmic and the everyday in one word: dharma—the notion
of order, duty, and the “right way to live” that claims to give
our actions both a social purpose and a larger meaning. The
question now is not only “What is the world?” but “Given
this world, how should a human being stand, speak, and
act!”—and who, if anyone, gets to decide what that purpose

is.
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Sacred Seeds

| iving in a world with no police, no written law, no
court, no constitution—only the sky, the seasons, your
neighbors, and your own fear of messing everything up—

what would keep life from drifting into chaos!?

In such a world, the idea of dharma may start to look
less like a slogan and more like an experiment: a single
word trying to hold many things together at once. It might
be pointing toward whatever keeps relationships from
breaking down, whatever feels “right” to do, whatever
prevents the world from falling apart, and whatever stops

you from becoming a burden to those around you.

In the earliest Vedic layers, dharma does not appear as
a strict rulebook. It feels more like a question about “the
way things are meant to work.” The Rigveda often hints at
it as a kind of support- a law of the cosmos. Almost as if

saying- “There is a way rains come, a way truth works, a way

110



relationships hold, and if you constantly go against that, life
begins to hurt. But why is that so?”

Even the famous Nasadiya Sukta, the “Hymn of
Creation” (Rigveda 10.129), reads less like a manual of
answers and more like a quiet cosmic shrug. It wonders
how the universe began and then ends by admitting that
maybe even the highest god might not fully know. In that
sense, the earliest form of “religion” here may have been
less about fixed rules and more about learning to live with
very large questions—trying to act in ways that support,
rather than disturb, a fragile and mysterious order.

As communities grew more complex, this vague sense
of order seems to have needed a sharper language. Sanskrit

gradually stepped into that role.

Over time, Sanskrit became the main liturgical and
scholarly language of the Vedas and many later
philosophical and religious texts—a kind of operating
system for rituals, hymns, and debate. Priests used its
precise sounds to chant. Thinkers used it to argue about
the nature of reality. Storytellers used it to build epics filled

with heroes, gods, promises, and impossible dilemmas.

If you wanted to ask how the universe began, what
happens after death, or whether truth is one or many,
Sanskrit was likely the language you reached for, much like
Latin in medieval Europe or legal English today. It was
never the only language people spoke, but it became a main
medium in which dharma was explained, defended,

reshaped, and sometimes over-complicated.
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With dharma and Sanskrit working together, religion
could begin shaping behavior in more structured ways. One
way to read this is as an early social experiment. If everyone
has some idea of their duties, and if those duties feel sacred,

might society wobble less?

Texts began to describe a varna system—four broad
social ~ categories (Brahmins, Kshatriyas, Vaishyas,
Shudras)—each with expected roles and responsibilities. In
theory, this resembles dividing a body into head, arms,
stomach, and legs. Each part has its role, and all are

necessary.

In practice, as we now know, this “body” often
hardened into rigid caste hierarchies, exclusion, and
injustice. But in its gentler self-description, the idea might
have been framed like this: “Here is your lane; if you stay

in it and do your dharma, society stays balanced.”

It works a bit like a behavioral traffic system— helpful
when followed with awareness, but dangerous when

enforced without curiosity or compassion.

Rules and duties, however, rarely travel far on their
own. They move faster when people feel that their actions

have consequences.
This is where karma enters.

The idea of karma links actions to results- not only in
this life, but across lifetimes. Good actions bring positive
outcomes, harmful actions bring suffering—if not

immediately, then eventually.

112



From the social point of view, the logic is clear: if
people believe that dishonesty, cruelty, or laziness will
follow them like a shadow into their next birth, they may
think twice before acting when nobody is watching.

Stories reinforce this idea. Tales of kings who lose
everything by abandoning their dharma, or ordinary people
rewarded for small acts of kindness, act like early moral
narratives- entertaining, memorable, and quietly shaping

behavior.

You could even say religion stumbled upon an early
form of push notification. Each story leaves behind a small

reminder—“Your actions may travel further than you

think.”

As these ideas expanded, there came an attempt to
organized them into something formal. This is where the

Dharmashastras enter.

Often described as the law-and-duty texts of ancient

India. These texts take up questions:
What should a king do?
How should disputes be settled?
What are the duties of different stages of life?

Among them, the Manusmriti (roughly dated between
the 2nd century BCE and 2nd century CE) became one of
the most widely referenced. Written in Sanskrit, it presents

itself as a structured discussion on duty, covering
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everything from inheritance and marriage to punishments
and social roles.

In spirit, it can be seen as an early attempt to turn the
flowing idea of dharma into something like a rulebook. Not
democratic, not equal by modern standards, but clearly an

effort to freeze the flowing river of dharma into something

like a rulebook.

Seen together, these elements- dharma as cosmic order
and duty, Sanskrit as the language of serious talk, karma as
consequence, varna as structure, and the Dharmashastras
as an early code—begin to look like different responses to a

single question.
“How do we keep everything from falling apart?”

People hoped for stable harvests, functional families,
kings who would not lose control, and neighbors who
would not steal their cows. Religion, in this sense, was not
only about heaven or liberation. It was also about making

tomorrow slightly less uncertain than today.

In the chapters that follow, this book will keep circling
back to that central word—dharma—and will linger over
uncomfortable questions rather than rushing to settle
them. When dharma claims to stand for truth and justice,
whose truth and whose idea of justice are we hearing? If a
concept meant to hold society together also ends up
freezing unfair hierarchies, what does that do to its purpose

today?
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And as modern laws and constitutions try to replace
or reinterpret older rulebooks, are we truly leaving dharma
behind—or quietly rewriting it in new forms, with different

language and different authority?

If older ideas of dharma once acted as rulebooks, that
raises an awkward question for our time. Now that we have
constitutions, courts, and police, why do so many people
still reach back to ancient codes to decide everyday
matters—whom to marry, what to eat, how to celebrate,

whom to include or exclude?

Is it a habit? Fear of karma’ Comfort in continuity?
Pressure from family and community? Or is it the feeling
that a modern, human-made system needs an older, sacred

stamp to feel complete?

And if today's real challenges look more like
inequality, loneliness, climate stress, and corruption, where
should our attention go? Toward defending old rulebooks—
or toward asking how any idea of dharma, old or new, can

help us respond to the problems right in front of us?

Tradition is where facts are put on costumes and begin

behaving like stories.

Festivals, rituals, and phrases like this “this is how it
has always been done”—often blur the line between history,
symbolism, and habit. Dharma sits right in the middle of
this tangle. It speaks the language of truth and right
conduct, yet reaches us through customs that mix insight

with creative imagination.
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Take a festival like Diwali. Diwali arrives at a natural
turning point in India’s seasonal life, especially in many
regions where the harvest has been gathered, and people
can briefly breathe before the next agricultural cycle begins.
In that practical sense, the festival is more of a relief after
uncertainty, the storing of grain, the settling of accounts,
and the hope that the coming months will be more

generous than the last.

This helps explain why its customs feel so organic to
ordinary life: lamps answer the gathering darkness,
cleaning restores order, new clothes and new purchases
mark a fresh beginning, while sweets and gifts turn private

abundance into shared joy.

Firecrackers, however, came later from ancient China,
where early bamboo bursts and then gunpowder-based
fireworks were used for noise, light, and the idea of driving
away evil spirits. They seem to have joined Diwali much
later as a festive layer of sound and spectacle, not as the

original heart of the celebration.

So, celebrating Diwali in spirit and celebrating it in
form are two different things, and bursting crackers should
never feel compulsory, especially when visible pollution
already reminds us that the deeper meaning of the festival
can be kept alive more beautifully through lamps, family,

sharing, and a cleaner celebration

This is why the line between fact and fiction often feels
blurred in tradition.
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A story about a god lifting a mountain may not be true
in a newspaper sense, yet it might still be pointing to
something true about courage, protection, or trust. A
family custom about avoiding certain foods on certain days
may have begun as a health practice, a seasonal necessity,
or a local belief, but over time it can solidify into dharma -

“this is our way”.

Custom, as many scholars note, has often been treated
as a valid source of dharma and practice; once enough
people do something for long enough and tie it to meaning,
questioning it becomes harder. At that point, the
conversation is no longer only about right or wrong; it

becomes about belonging.

This book is not here to tell you which tradition to
keep and which to discard. Its real intention is simpler and
perhaps more uncomfortable: “to press the curiosity

button”.

When you light a lamp, fast for a festival, touch an
elder’s feet, avoid a certain food, or say “this is our

dharma,” what exactly is happening?

[s this act expressing compassion, responsibility, and
awareness—the heart of what dharma claims to be? Or is it

driven more by fear of judgement, habit, or social pressure?

Is it a practice helping you become more thoughtful
and human- or helping you dodge difficult questions by
hiding behind “it has always been this way”?
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Food offers one of the clearest windows into how these

systems formed.

What began as survival quickly became a relationship
with nature, with uncertainty, and with the forces people
believed governed both.

For most of history, a failed harvest was not a minor
inconvenience. It was the difference between survival and
collapse. When your future depends on clouds, insects,
river moods, and one fragile crop, it is natural that you start
talking to the sky, the soil, and anything else that looks like
it might be in charge.

Early farmers likely learned something unnerving very
quickly: you can do everything “right” and still lose. The
seeds are good, the field is ready, the family has worked for
months, and then a freak storm, a pest, or an unexpected

dry spell ruins the crop anyway.

Hunting and gathering had their own risks, but at least
you were not emotionally attached to one field the way a
farmer is. Farming demands patience and faith. You invest
effort now and wait uncertainly for months, staring at the
sky like a shareholder who has invested everything in just
one volatile stock. Out of this waiting, rituals might have

emerged- not as a superstition, but as a response.

Imagine a small village on the banks of an early river,
somewhere in the long story that eventually includes the

Indus plains.
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The elders notice that some years the rains come on
time, some years late, some years not at all. They cannot
move their fields the way their ancestors moved their

camps, so they move something else instead: behavior.

So, they introduce a simple ceremony before sowing:
a gathering, a song, an offering. At harvest, another ritual

follows—a moment of gratitude, sharing, and storytelling.

Did the ritual control the monsoon? Almost certainly
not. Did it help organize people, reduce anxiety, and create

shared meaning? - Very effectively.

Ritual, in this sense, became a simple technology for
managing anxiety and behavior at scale. It told people when
to start and stop, when to celebrate and when to stay

serious, when to share and when to store.

You can think of early agrarian rituals as the original
project-management software, only with more flowers and

less PowerPoint.

A prayer ensures everyone gathers. A taboo protects
seed grain from being consumed too early. A festival
ensures distribution and sharing. To a child, it looks like
pleasing the gods.
To a social observer, it looks like managing risk and

behavior.
Festivals may have grown directly from this pattern.

What if the pattern you still see across India today—
one festival marking the end of the harvest another, the

beginning of the next cycle, and in between a mix of
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cleaning, forgiving, collecting, and starting again. Is it really

an old survival script replaying itself in modern clothes?

Pongal in Tamil Nadu, Lohri in Punjab, Makar
Sankranti in many regions, Bihu in Assam—these could be
read as different dialects of the same emotional sentence:
crops have grown, we are still alive, let us act as if we always

knew it would work out.

Lamps, bonfires, kites, sweets, and gatherings may be
different expressions of the same underlying moment—

relief, gratitude, and renewal.

Over time, those practical, seasonal rituals start
hitching themselves to bigger, louder stories. A simple
“thank you, fields” swells into “thank you, God of the
fields.” Handing the first grain to your neighbors becomes
handing it to a deity, who is then politely nudged to
remember this generosity when signing off on next year’s

monsoon.

The local hill or tree that was just a convenient
landmark hardens into a sacred place; a date picked
because the moon and the crops line up calcifies into a holy
day. Story and season fuse so tightly that later generations
cannot even see the join; they no longer know which came

first—the harvest or the myth.

Ask a modern city-dweller why a particular puja is
done on a specific tithi and you will often get a brisk,
confident answer packed with gods, demons, and cosmic

drama that, if translated with brutal honesty, would read
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more like: “Because that’s when our ancestors noticed the

weather usually played along.”

Ritual did not just manage crops; it managed people.
Picture a village gearing up for the harvest festival: every
person snaps into a role. One decked out the space,
another stirred the pots, another led the chants, while
someone else quietly tracked who brought what and who

owed whom.

In one swoop, status was flaunted, alliances shored up,
and simmering tensions swept under that metaphorical
carpet. A harvest festival starts to look less like “just
religion” and more like a blend of economic audit, group
therapy session, shared performance, and live
entertainment. No Excel sheets, no formal reports—yet
everyone walked away knowing who was thriving, who was
on the brink, and who was quietly borrowing grain in the

shadows.

But once something is powerful enough to hold a
community together, it is also tempting to use it to keep
people in their “proper” place. The same rituals that united
the village could also quietly mark who sits where, who eats
first, who performs the central offerings, and who is
allowed only on the edges, holding the lamps but not

touching the main altar.

Over centuries, duties around the harvest—who owns
the land, who tills it, who receives how much of the grain,
who conducts the thanksgiving rite—can harden into social

rules that feel sacred rather than negotiable.
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You can argue about wages; it is harder to argue with
“this is your dharma” when everyone has been told that

even the gods have signed off on that hierarchy.

This is where the language of dharma, karma, and

varna seems to slide quietly into the everyday business of

food.

Dharma whispers, “If everyone does their duty, the
cosmic and social crops will both be safe”. Karma promises
that cheating, cruelty, or laziness will eventually come back
to bite, even if the consequences arrive three lifetimes later.
Varna, at least in its early idealized form, divides society like

a body: some think, some fight, some trade, some labor.

On paper, everyone is necessary; in practice, some

become more “necessary” than others. Yet in an agrarian
ry

world where a failed monsoon could undo years of work,

the idea that “everyone has a place and must stay in it” can

feel like a safety device, even when it turns into a cage.

Think of an ordinary harvest from a farmer’s point of
view. Months of work finally lie in front of you as grain.
Without ritual, the temptation is immediate: eat, sell,
celebrate, and worry about next year when next year comes.
Ritual steps in like a responsible elder who insists on
thinking ahead. First, a portion is offered to gods, to priests,
to the poor, to guests. Next, a portion is stored carefully,
sometimes in special pots, pits, or granaries that are
themselves blessed and guarded by taboo. Only then does
the real feasting start. To a modern economist, this might

look suspiciously like forced savings and social insurance.
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To the participants, it is a way of staying in the good books
of both heaven and neighbors. Missing a ritual is not just
“skipping culture”; it risks being seen as greedy, impious,
or unreliable—a reputation no farmer wants when the next
bad year hits.

As cities like those of the Indus Valley grew, the gap
between ritual and harvest probably widened, but the link
did not fully disappear. In Harappa and Mohenjo-daro,
people may not have built giant temples shouting their
gods’ names in stone, but they invested heavily in drains,
storage, standardized weights, and orderly streets—all the
quiet infrastructure that turns grain into something like

civilization.

Somewhere behind those bricks was the same old
anxiety: if the crops fail, the city fails. Standardized weights
make trade feel fairer; granaries spread risk; shared rituals
keep people believing that their interests are aligned, at
least most of the time. Whether the god is carved in stone
or just imagined at the family hearth, the logic seems
similar: acknowledge the forces you do not control,
coordinate the things you do, and hope the combination is

enough.

Fastforward to a modern apartment in Mumbai, far
from fields but not far from the old wiring in the human

brain.

The family may work in offices, not farms, yet the
festival calendar still quietly tracks ancient crop cycles.

There is still pre-festival cleaning (spring cleaning for urban
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grain that now arrives as salary), still special foods, still

rituals of giving and sharing.

The gods have upgraded from mud altars to tiled
shrines and LED-lit mandirs, and the “harvest” is now a
bonus or yearly appraisal, but the pattern feels familiar:
anxiety, effort, ritual, relief, and a fresh start. The harvest

song has simply moved from the field to the spreadsheet.

Seen this way, the journey from ritual to harvest, and
from harvest back into ritual, is not a one-time event in
history. It is a loop human societies keep walking, changing
the costumes but keeping the script.

We still live with forces we do not fully control—
markets, climate, health, technology—and we still invent
ceremonies to feel less alone while negotiating with them.
The old question of survival has merely changed its outfit.
What this chapter invites you to consider is not that our
ancestors were simply “superstitious farmers,” but that they
might have been early designers of psychological and social

tools to manage risk and responsibility in a risky world.

The quiet challenge, then, is simple and a bit
uncomfortable. In the middle of our own modern harvest
rituals—year-end targets, tax season, performance reviews,
sales festivals—how much are we acting out of genuine
wisdom, and how much are we just repeating an old fear
that has been passed down, now wearing a suit and tie

instead of a dhoti and sacred thread?

If ritual once helped communities save grain, share

food, and remember gratitude, what new rituals could help
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us save resources, share opportunity, and remember that
our life-support system is not just one field anymore but an

entire planet!

If the village once gathered to thank the soil, perhaps
the city now needs to gather to protect the climate that still
tolerates our habits—for now. The harvest has become
global; if gods are watching, you can almost imagine them
following the quarterly reports with a mixture of hope and

WOTTy.
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Negotiating the Unknown

Growing up in 90s Mumbai, our evenings revolved
around one shared ritual: watching Sachin Tendulkar
stride out to bat, the air thick with edginess as India's fate
hung on his blade. A whole nation's hopes rode on those
innings—win or crumble—and we'd freeze in the "lucky"
corner of the room, mimicking the same pose, skipping pee
breaks, whispering prayers not to jinx his wicket. From
street-side TVs to packed homes, millions beseeched gods,
vowing mantras if he crossed 50, holding breath against
fate's cruel bouncer. Was it mere superstition, or did
collective hope feel like it could nudge the odds? This
chapter steps into that frenzy: how prayer evolved from

survival pleas to our modern bids against chaos.

Prayer may not change the mathematics of chance, but
it often changes the person who is facing that chance—and
that, in many ordinary situations, is enough to tilt

outcomes in small but real ways.
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Imagine life as a long cricket match where the pitch is
random, the umpire is moody, and sometimes even the
floodlights fail. Prayer is not a secret button that lets you
hit sixes on every ball, but it is a way of steadying your hands
on the bat, calming your breath, and reminding yourself
that you are not alone at the crease. The bowler is still fast,
the ball still swings, but your chances of playing a sensible
shot improve when your mind is less panicked and more
focused. In that sense, prayer rarely changes the ball—it

changes the batter.

Imagine a student is pacing before an exam, heart
racing, stomach tight. She folds her hands quietly for a
moment, not because the laws of physics will rearrange the
question paper, but because that small act lets her say to
herself, “I've done my part; the rest I leave”. Her pulse slows
a little, her thoughts stop bouncing around, and she is able
to read the questions properly instead of forgetting
everything in a wave of fear. The odds of the paper being
easy have not changed; the odds of her using whatever she

knows have improved.

Or take a shopkeeper whose business has been slow
for months. Every morning, he lights a small incense stick,
murmurs a short prayer, and then opens his shutters. Does
the prayer drag customers off the street like a cosmic
magnet! Probably not. But the ritual keeps him from giving
up, helps him greet the few customers he does get with a
smile instead of a frown, and nudges him to keep the shop
clean and inviting because, in his mind, “Bhagwan is

watching”. Over time, that attitude makes people more
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likely to return, and suddenly neighbors say, “Uska dukaan
chal pada, bhagwan ka haath hai”. From the outside, it looks
like divine intervention; from the inside, it is a mixture of
persistence, small improvements, and a hopeful brain

refusing to sink.

Or imagine a patient in a hospital bed, recovering
from surgery. The doctor has already done what medicine
can do; the antibiotics and stitches are not secretly checking
whether the patient has said their evening mantra. But
when the patient joins a short prayer with family or simply
speaks to a god in their own head, their anxiety levels drop,

sleep comes more easily, and pain feels more bearable.

Studies on placebo and expectation show that belief
can change how the body experiences pain and stress, even
when the underlying disease process is unchanged. Again,
the illness is still the illness, but the person’s ability to cope
with it and sometimes to heal better can shift.

Underneath these examples, the same simple
mechanics keep showing up. Prayer slows you down, much
like meditation, but with an emotional flavor. The
breathing becomes deeper, the attention narrows to a single
thought or image, and the nervous system quietly moves

away from full-blown alarm.

In earlier chapters, the book has already walked
through how our ancestors lived with constant
uncertainty—about crops, storms, illness—and developed
rituals as a way of feeling some grip on a slippery world.

Prayer is one such ritual, upgraded over millennia with
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music, incense, and complicated dress codes, but still doing
a very basic job for the brain: “Calm down; you are not

entirely helpless.”

Then there is the way prayer and attention travel
together. When someone prays daily for a job, they do not
just send a message to the sky; they also start scanning the
ground differently. They notice job postings they might
have ignored, they bring up their search in conversation
more often, and they are slightly more willing to send that
awkward email or make that follow-up call. If you pray every
night, “May my child be safe and happy,” you
unconsciously pay more attention to who the child is
spending time with, what they are watching, and how they
are feeling. The divine may or may not be rearranging the
universe; you definitely are rearranging your own
awareness. Over months or years, that change in awareness

can look a lot like improved odds.

Prayer also works in groups, and this is where the
social magic kicks in. A family that prays together before
meals is not changing the nutritional value of dal and rice,
but they are quietly reinforcing, “We are in this together;
we care about each other”. In a crisis—job loss, illness,
death—those same bonds become a safety net. People bring
food, lend money, sit in silence, and share information

about doctors or job openings.

Think of village prayers for rain, which this book’s
earlier chapters indirectly prepare us to understand by

talking about agriculture, monsoon, and the fragile link
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between crops and survival. A group gathers at the temple,
mosque, church, or under a holy tree, begging the skies to

open. One day, after many dry weeks, it actually rains.

Nobody remembers the dozens of times it did not rain
after a prayer; everyone remembers the day when prayer
and rain finally coincided. This is how human memory and
pattern-hungry brains operate—we are biased towards hits
and forget the misses. The story “We prayed; it rained”
spreads faster than the boring statistical version,
“Sometimes it rains, sometimes it does not, and we

remember the emotionally satisfying coincidences.”

At the same time, prayer can push people into more
helpful behavior long before the miracle arrives. In some
drought-prone areas, elders combine prayers with practical
steps: digging new wells, storing water, changing crop
patterns. The ritual becomes a motivational speech with
incense; people leave the shrine slightly more united and
ready to work. Again, have the odds of rainfall changed?
Probably not. Are the odds of the village surviving the next
bad season improved by collective effort inspired and

framed by prayer? Very likely.

Prayer may sharpen focus, cultivate calmness, and
improve concentration—but mainly when it is approached

with trust rather than fear.

When faith becomes rigid obedience, that benefit can
quickly evaporate. Missing a temple visit or botching a
step might flood the mind with guilt and dread, eroding

confidence and fixating on failure rather than the task
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ahead. No longer focused on the Objective,
they may falter, potentially proving rituals

counterproductive.

Aastha can then stop supporting action, turning
prayer's possible gift into a distraction from responsibility.
The same aastha can also become a comfortable excuse. If
a student refuses to study because “mere liye toh mata rani
dekh legi,” the goddess is treated less like a symbol of
strength and more like a private coaching class. If a person
prays daily for good health but treats their body like an all-
you-can-abuse rental car, the only thing improving is the

local clinic's revenue.

Earlier chapters questioned traditions demanding
obedience without understanding; here, the warning
echoes: when faith replaces responsibility instead of
supporting it, it may quietly stop helping odds and start

enabling self-deception.
This raises the awkward cousin of prayer: superstition.

We have seen how humans, from caves to cities, tell
stories to feel safer in a chaotic universe. Superstition
begins when we treat every coincidence as a contract. “I
wore this shirt and got the job; clearly, this shirt is lucky.”
“The god answered my vow last time; if I walk around the

temple eleven times, the same thing must happen again”.

The universe did not sign this agreement; only our
brains did. Prayer, at its healthier end, accepts that we are
not in control but chooses to act as well as hope;

superstition quietly assumes that if the ritual is done
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correctly, control has been outsourced upward with

guaranteed returns.

Science, as described in earlier chapters, is brutal but
honest about randomness. A fair coin is still a fair coin
whether it is tossed in a casino, a temple courtyard, or
outside a court case hearing. The roulette wheel does not
lean towards devotees, and bacteria do not pause to check

your prayer record before infecting.

Many experiments show that when outcomes are truly
random—like dice rolls or lottery numbers—prayer does not
change the results in a measurable way. But those same
experiments also show how belief and expectation change
how people feel about the results and how they behave
afterwards. If you lose after praying, you may still feel less
shattered, more able to say, “Maybe this was not meant for
me,” and move on instead of collapsing in despair. That
resilience is not a small thing; over a lifetime, it shapes the

story you live.

On the other side, religion is not always a polite guest
in the house of reason. Take, for example, flat-earther-style
denial of evidence from deeper, honest faith.

A flatearther looks at photographs from space and
says, “No, I trust a YouTube video more”. A believer who
prays can still accept that the Earth is round, that evolution
happens, and that germs spread disease; they simply add

another layer of meaning on top of those facts.

For such a person, prayer is not anti-science; it is a
response to loneliness. It says, “The world is vast, mostly
indifferent, but I choose to live as if kindness and
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connection matter, and I will speak to something larger
than myself in that spirit”.

That “something larger” does not have to be a bearded
god sitting on a cloud. For some, it is a very personal deity
with favorite songs and preferred offerings. For others, it is
more like the universe itself—a sense of order, beauty, or
mystery that they address in the language they grew up with.
Earlier chapters discussing cosmic fine-tuning, evolution,
and consciousness already brought this tension forward - Is
everything just atoms and probability, or is there a pattern
with purpose beneath it all?

Prayer is one of the ways humans lean into that
question without fully resolving it. When a person
whispers, “Help me,” they may be speaking to God, to their
own deeper strength, or to the universe as a whole; often,
they themselves are not entirely sure. But the act itself

changes their posture towards the next moment.

So, does prayer change odds? If by “odds” we mean the
raw, blind statistics of coin tosses and radioactive decay, the

honest answer is no.

The universe does not seem to rerun its equations just
because a primate on one small planet folded its hands. But
if by “odds” we mean the chances that this primate will stay
steady in a storm, notice a lifeboat when it floats by, treat
other primates well enough that they offer help in return,
and keep walking even after a fall, then prayer often does
change something important. It changes the inner weather,
the habits, the relationships, and the story through which

a human experiences randomness.
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In a book that has already taken you from the Big Bang
to Indus drains, from DNA to dharma, this chapter does
not need to declare prayer a magic remote control for
reality. It is enough—and honestly, remarkable that a brain
made of stardust can sit quietly, admit its fear, speak to the
invisible, and then get up and act a little more bravely than
before. Whether one calls that answered prayer, good
psychology, or both, the effect on everyday life can be
surprisingly similar: the world feels a bit less hostile, the
next step feels slightly more possible, and what looks from
outside like “luck” may, on closer inspection, be a nervous
human being who, after a short conversation with the

unknown, decided not to give up just yet.
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Faces for the Invisibles

dols may look like silent stone and metal, but they sit
right at the center of the same human habit we keep
returning to: the habit of turning the invisible into

something we can see, touch, and gather around.

In the caves of Lascaux or Bhimbetka, long before
temples and scriptures, people painted animals on walls
that did not need decoration for survival; they lit small
fires, watched the figures flicker in the moving light, and
behaved as if the rock itself had become a special, charged

place.

When we look at the vastness of the universe, Earth
itself becomes only a pale blue dot—small, fragile, and
almost lost in the dark. And yet, on this tiny planet, the
gods appear so concentrated, so local, so tied to particular

lands, languages, and stories.

One religion grows in one region, another in a

different valley, each speaking in the tongue of its

135



birthplace, each carrying its own sacred geography. It makes
one wonder whether these truths arrived from beyond
time, or whether they slowly grew out of human history,

memory, fear, and belonging.

Why would the infinite speak in such different local accents?
Why would the divine, if truly universal, seem so carefully divided
by border, culture, and speech? The question is not meant to
dismiss faith. It is only to ask whether much of what we call eternal
may also be deeply human—shaped by place, passed through

generations, and inherited before it was ever examined.

When a group today stands before a statue in a temple,
or even a framed picture on a shelf in a one-room Mumbai
home, the basic move is not very different. A blank surface
is turned into a meeting point between the ordinary world

and something more than ordinary.

You can imagine a child watching her grandmother
fold her hands before a small Ganesh on the fridge; from
the child’s point of view, the magnet has quietly become a
doorway, not just a piece of decoration. The question that
hangs in the air is simple but sharp. Are we worshipping a
god out there, or a picture of what our own minds have

learned to carve?

In the early Vedic world that appears in these chapters,
the picture is surprisingly bare of idols. The main actors are
fire, sound, and offering a carefully built altar, clarified
butter poured into flames, and chants that must be recited
with such precision that the ritual itself feels like a delicate

machine.
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If you sit by a homa today and close your eyes, you
notice that the focus is not on looking at a face, but on
listening to a pattern of syllables and watching a moving
element, fire, that refuses to stay still. In that sense, the
earliest layer of this tradition leans toward a mostly
imageless world, where the sacred lives in action and sound
more than in a statue. One might even say that the first
Vedic idol was not a human-shaped god but the ritual itself:
a repeatable sequence that promised to link human effort

with cosmic order.

Centuries later, as the Upanishads turn that same
Vedic world inward and the Puranas explode into stories
and temple icons, this older language of mantra and fire is
joined, and sometimes challenged, by a newer language of
faces, emotions, and biographies of gods that anyone can

picture.

The shift you saw earlier from Vedas to Puranas—from
coded sacrifice to public katha, from an altar guarded by a
few to neighborhood deities open to many—runs quietly
underneath this chapter too. So, the question widens: what
changes in our inner world when the holy is carried first by
sound and gesture, and then by a fixed image and a familiar
story! Does a formless ritual world make it easier to imagine
an abstract cosmic law, and do later Puranic images arrive
to answer the hunger for someone who seems to be

personally listening?

As your narrative moves forward, the landscape

around these ritual changes. Agriculture deepens, cities rise
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along rivers, kings and merchants need visible symbols to
rally people, and stories about gods become longer and
more detailed, traveling with caravans and families. In this
later, more Puranic world, the sacred does not stay in the
smoke of sacrificial fires; it steps into temples, household

shelves, and village shrines.

A god now has a face, a body, a vehicle, a family, and
a favorite set of colors. A simple example is the difference
between hearing a Vedic hymn to an abstract fire god and
watching a small child in a village talk to a Krishna idol on
Janmashtami as if he were a stubborn but adorable younger

brother who refuses to eat his laddoo.

The idol in that moment is not a philosophical
statement; it is a playmate, a guest, a tiny, manageable piece
of the vastness. For the grandmother, talking to the same
idol might be a way of speaking to her loneliness or fear
without admitting that she is doing so. Here, the question
bends in a new direction is this a fall from subtle thought
into superstition, or an evolution in accessibility, bringing
enormous ideas into emotional reach for people who will

never read an Upanishad?

Once we look at idols through the lens this book has
used for ritual and dharma, they start to appear less like
cosmic commands and more like human-made devices that
quietly shape how our minds work and how our societies
hold together. An idol anchors attention; you know where
to look when you are confused. It collects emotion, you

know who to address when you are desperate, grateful, or
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guilty. It compresses memory. A single form of Durga on a
lion can quietly hold inside itself a whole library of stories
about courage, injustice, feminine power, and the promise
that evil does not get the last word.

Think of a small roadside shrine by an old banyan tree,
with a few cheap tiles of deities, a pile of incense sticks, and
a plastic bottle of oil. An auto-rickshaw driver stops there

every morning, touches the tree, and moves on.

From the outside, this takes a few seconds; on the
inside, those seconds may carry his private to-do list, his
fear of an EMI, his hope that no accident will happen
today, his memory of a relative in the hospital. The idol and
the tree together behave like a small psychological device
collecting scattered thoughts into a single gesture before the

day explodes.

At the same time, idols are not only personal; they are
also social tools, much like the harvest rituals you describe.
In a village festival, the processional deity comes out of the
temple, is carried through the streets, and everyone, from
the richest landlord to the most invisible worker, walks
behind the same palanquin. For a few hours, there is at

least a pretend equality under one gaze.

The same happens when a neighborhood in a city
builds a shared pandal for Ganesh Chaturthi or Navratri.
People who might otherwise only compete for parking
space suddenly pool money for decoration, argue about
which song to play, and clean the same stretch of road

together. The idol here is doing quiet organizational work;
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it is the center point around which cooperation, gossip,
hierarchy, generosity, and sometimes petty politics all swirl.
You can, if you like, see it as an early form of project
management with flowers and lights instead of office tools.
But tools have two edges. The same image that unites a
neighborhood can be used as a symbol to exclude others

whose gods look different.

A procession that began as a simple act of devotion
can become an assertion of power, a moving billboard
saying this area belongs to us. That leads to a harder
question for the reader: when I see a crowd around an idol,
what is really happening here: connection, control,

comfort, or a mixture of all three?

There is also a quieter, everyday layer where idol and
imagination fuse into ordinary objects. A student may keep
a small Saraswati picture inside a textbook and tap it before
an exam, a shopkeeper tapes photos of Lakshmi to the cash
drawer and glances at her on Diwali, a driver hangs a tiny
Hanuman or cross or crescent on the rear-view mirror and

feels slightly safer in chaotic traffic.

If you removed the picture, nothing in the outside
world would change the brakes immediately; the question
paper, and the market demand would be the same. Yet
inside the person, something often does shift a notch: a
little less loneliness, a little more courage, a sense of not
facing the exam or the road entirely alone. Is that inner
movement a harmless way of steadying oneself, or does it

quietly become a habit of handing over responsibility to an
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object that cannot actually steer the car or write the

answers!

Earlier chapters have already asked similar things
about prayer and superstition; idols simply give those
questions a visible handle, which becomes even more
striking when we scale up from a dashboard charm to a

crowded temple advertised as a healing “energy center.”

A few temples are said to stand on unique energy
centers, as if the stone itself were a kind of cosmic machine
for healing body and mind. Yet, when you actually visit
many famous shrines, the scene often looks very different
from a laboratory of peace. Thousands of people pour in
on auspicious days, security staff shout and push to keep
the line moving and a darshan that took two or three days
of planning and travel is reduced to a few rushed seconds
in a cramped sanctum where most eyes are navigating our

way through the crowd, not the deity.

Whatever force feels strongest in that moment is not
cosmic energy but human pressure. It is hard not to ask,
then: what exactly are we seeking here—a quiet meeting
with the sacred, or the reassurance that comes from
standing where millions of others have stood before us?
And when we explain this experience with words like
energy and healing, are we describing a force in the stones,
or a story in the mind that helps us endure the chaos we

have willingly queued up for?

Stone and metal are not the only things that get turned

into focal points. In many places, there are also “living
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idols” gurus and babas who present themselves as closer to
the divine, or even as embodiments of it, advertising

visions, miracles, or a shortcut to nirvana.

Crowds stand in line to touch their feet or catch a
glance, much as they would queue for a crowded darshan
in a famous temple. For someone whose life feels like a
knot of debt, illness, family conflict, or loneliness, the
promise that one special person can see their pain and bend

destiny a little is almost irresistible.

That vulnerability is exactly what frauds feed on:
donations, obedience, and sometimes complete surrender
of judgment in exchange for a few sentences of comfort and
a branded thread or bracelet. Yet the pattern is not
mysterious. When problems feel bigger than any doctor,
lawyer, or counsellor, many people will walk into any space

that offers relief, whether it is a shrine, an ashram, or both.

The real wonder is not why such babas exist, but what
it says about a society when desperate people feel they must
hand over their thinking, their money, and sometimes their

safety to anyone who claims to sit closer to God.

When stone idols, crowded shrines, “healing”
temples, and living babas are put side by side, they start to
look less like strange exceptions and more like different
surfaces of the same need: to feel that someone or
something is listening, that chaos can be talked to, nudged,
or bargained with. Seen in this light, the old contrast

between Vedic and Puranic religion becomes more than a
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historical detail; it becomes a way of watching human

consciousness stretch itself.

The Vedic ritualist trusts in correctly ordered sound
and offering, almost like a programmer trusting a carefully
written code to keep the cosmic machine in balance. The
Puranic devotee, on the other hand, wants a story to love
and a face to argue with; Arjuna can question Krishna,
Meera can scold her beloved, a village woman can complain
to her goddess about the price of onions. Both are, in
different languages, trying to negotiate with uncertainty
and find meaning in a world that does not always reward
effort. One style says, Do the ritual exactly and keep the
order; the other says, build a relationship and keep talking.
Perhaps the real tension is not between idols and no idols,
but between these two inner styles of relating to reality. A
reader might ask themselves which one feels more natural
to me, and why? s that because of evidence, temperament,
childhood, or the kind of fear I most want to calm?

In the end, idol worship fits neatly into the larger
journey this book traces—from stars and cells to tools, fire,
cities, dharma, and doubt. The same species that once
painted animals on cave walls now paints gods on
calendars, builds statues on riverbanks, and designs tiny
icons for apps on phone screens. Again and again, we turn
our fears and hopes into shapes, then slowly forget that we

were the ones who made them.

The task of this chapter is not to stamp idols as good
or bad, advanced or backward, but to hold up this pattern
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and let the reader notice it—in temples, in living rooms, on
car dashboards, and also in the quieter idols of modern life:
money, nation, growth, success, all of which demand steady

offerings of time, sleep, and health.

A gentle experiment suggests itself the next time you
stand before any idol, religious or secular, pause and ask:
What in me is bowing here—fear, gratitude, habit, love, or
the wish that someone else will carry my unfinished
responsibilities? The book does not answer that for you; it
only tries to make the question sharp enough that, once

seen, it is difficult to unsee.

144



When Walls Became Rules

Since my college days, trekking the Sahyadris has been a
ritual of freedom—climbing steep, mist-covered trails to
ancient forts perched on jagged peaks. Every step demands
effort, but the summit offers something rare: silence, scale,

and a sense of distance from everyday life.

And vyet, standing among those ruins, one question
always stayed with me—why build massive walls on near-
vertical mountains! Were they simply for defense, or were
they something more—early attempts to control
uncertainty, to claim space, and to feel secure in a world

that offered no guarantees!

Those walls were not just stone. They were
declarations: this is ours; this is protected. Over time, that
instinct seems to have moved inward. From forts to homes,
from territories to rooms, humans began enclosing smaller

and smaller spaces—each wall carrying the same promise:
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safety, control, and a sense that life inside could be

managed.

Perhaps that is why homes still carry such emotional
weight. They are not just structures, but containers for
security, family, savings, and hope. What began as physical

protection slowly became psychological reassurance.

And today, that instinct seems to have taken a new

form.

Back in Mumbai, far from those mountain forts, I see
the same urge playing out in a different language—Vaastu
Shastra. Conversations around homes are rarely just about
price, location, or construction. Somewhere between bank
loans and structural checks, another voice enters: “Flat

accha hai, par Vaastu thoda off hai.”

An unseen system begins to decide what feels right or
wrong, as if space itself carries a hidden code that can shape
luck and outcomes. When so much money, memory, and
expectation are tied to a home, even small uncertainties

begin to feel significant.

Yet this habit did not start in high-rises. Long before
lifts and stilt parking, people had to think carefully about
where to place a house in relation to wind, sun, water, and
neighbors. In a hot climate, you do not want harsh
afternoon sun heating your main living area. In a world
without electric lights, you value morning light in kitchens
and workspaces. In a village with smoky indoor fires, the
direction of prevailing winds matters for something as

simple as where the doorway faces.
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Over time, many cultures, not just in India, developed
rules of thumb about orientation and layout. In the Indian
context, those rules slowly gathered around a name: Vaastu
Shastra, often presented as a science of dwelling that ties
buildings to directions, planets, and subtle energies. Its
classical texts belong to a world of courtyards, open skies,
and thick walls, where aligning a house with the path of the
sun and the flow of air could make a very practical

difference to comfort and health.

Imagine a small, ancient settlement. Houses are not
identical boxes stamped out by a builder but individually
made, with local materials and careful observation. Elders
know which side catches the cool breeze, where water tends
to collect, which corner feels damp, and how shadows fall
in different seasons. A guideline like “keep the kitchen
here, not there” might simply mean “put fire and smoke
where they will trouble you least” or “let the main working

area receive enough light and air to avoid illness.”

But as generations pass, the original reasons get
wrapped in new language. Instead of saying “smoke will
suffocate you,” people start saying “this direction is
inauspicious.” Instead of “dampness will make your family
sick,” we hear “bad Vaastu will bring misfortune.” A
practical insight into climate and hygiene slowly turns into
a cosmic rule, and somewhere along the way, the question
“Why exactly?” stops being asked. The shift is subtle but

powerful: understanding slowly gives way to obedience.
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Fast-forward to a 2-BHK on the twelfth floor of a tower
facing a busy Mumbai Road. The building is already fixed
by municipal rules, builder economics, and views of the sea
or the highway. Crossventilation, soundproofing, and
structural safety are decided by architects and engineers you
will never meet. Yet, as possession nears, the family still
calls a Vaastu consultant. If the main door opens slightly
towards the “wrong” direction, panic begins. People talk
about breaking and rebuilding brand-new walls, blocking
windows that provide light, shifting kitchens into cramped
corners, or rejecting a resale flat that they can finally afford
because “something” about the layout does not match the
chart.

In a city, where owning any home already feels like
winning a marathon, fear can still persuade people to walk
away from what they desperately wanted. In some homes,
family members walk around with a compass app on their
phone, turning sofas, beds, and even dustbins to make sure
everything faces correctly. The interesting part is that very
few of them have read any original Vaastu text. Most are
following second or third-hand rules heard from relatives,
forwarded on WhatsApp, or sold by consultants who

themselves may be guessing.

There is no doubt that space affects us. A dark, airless
room weighs differently on the mind than a bright,
ventilated one. A bed placed under a constantly dripping
air conditioner will disturb sleep more than one placed
where the air flows gently. Architects today speak of

ergonomics, natural light, thermal comfort, and flow;
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Vaastu, in its own language, seems to be reaching for

similar concerns.

But in many modern uses, the conversation rarely
reaches this level. Instead of asking “Will this kitchen
placement increase heat and smoke? Will this bedroom get
noise from the street? Will this layout make it hard for
elders to move safely!” the questions collapse into “Is this
north-east open? Is the toilet inauspicious? Will my money
get blocked?” Rational thinking—the same human gift we
should celebrate—waits politely outside the door while fear
and formula sit inside, drawing invisible lines on the floor.
When we cannot control promotions, illness, markets, or
relationships, controlling doorways can feel strangely

comforting.

Everyday examples are easy to find. A couple might
spend months hunting for a home close to work and
school, finally find an affordable, well-lit flat, and then
reject it because the entrance is not perfectly aligned to the
preferred quadrant. Another family might be persuaded to
demolish a working kitchen and rebuild it on the other
side, cutting shelves and storage, because “fire should never

be in this zone.”

A shopkeeper may move his cash counter three times
in a year on different advice, convinced that his sales graph
will obey the new angle of the drawer. A family may argue
after finally receiving possession of their flat, not about
where memories will be made, but about whether a newly

built kitchen must now be broken again. In offices, desks
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are rearranged because someone has declared a corner
“blocked,” even when the light worsens, and people can no

longer sit comfortably.

In all these cases, the question rarely asked is:
compared to what! Is the health and comfort trade-offs
worth it? How much of my anxiety is about directions, and
how much is about living in an uncertain world where no

one can guarantee outcomes!

[t would be easy, but too simple, to declare that Vaastu
is superstition and leave it there. That would ignore the
older, more interesting part of the story: human beings
trying to read nature and encode their observations into
rules so that future generations do not have to start from

Zero every time.

In that sense, Vaastu belongs to the same family as
early farming calendars, rituals around harvest, and rules
about water use that we have already talked about. People
watched winds, shadows, floods, and sickness, then turned

their observations into shared guidelines.

Some of those guidelines may still be quietly wise; for
example, having more openings towards cooler directions
can reduce heat load, or placing heavy storage on certain
sides may actually help with stability. The challenge is that,
over centuries, a flexible, experience-based approach
hardened into an absolute system, and fear got attached: if
you do not follow this, something bad will happen—maybe
not today, but someday. Once fear enters the rulebook,

questioning begins to feel risky.
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This is where the question-asking spirit within us can
walk in. Instead of pronouncing judgment, it can simply
invite the reader to notice what happens inside their own
mind when Vaastu enters the conversation. Do I feel
calmer because I understand the logic behind a rule, or only
because someone else has taken responsibility for my
anxiety! When [ insist that my child’s room must be in a
certain corner “for their future,” am I protecting them, or
quietly teaching them that the shape of their walls matters
more than their habits, skills, or kindness? When a builder
advertises “100% Vaastu compliant,” am I reading it as a
promise of good design—light, air, and safety—or as a
promise of good luck that will save me from the messy work

of planning, saving, and adapting to change!

Placed next to earlier chapters on ritual, prayer, and
dharma, Vaastu becomes another mirror in which the same
pattern appears: we take a mixture of observation and
imagination, turn it into a rule, and then start obeying the

rule long after the original conditions have changed.

A rain ritual that once helped coordinate farming can
become an empty performance in a city that gets water from
distant dams. A prayer that once calmed the mind can be
turned into a bargaining tool to avoid responsibility. In the
same way, a spatial guideline that grew from courtyard
houses and monsoon winds can be applied, without
question, to concrete towers with lifts, air-conditioning,

and fire safety codes.

151



The book does not need to tell the reader which use is
right and which is wrong. It only needs to hold up the
pattern and ask: at what point does a helpful tradition stop

serving us, and when do we start serving it instead?

Perhaps the gentlest way to end such a chapter is with
a very practical invitation- one that moves the conversation
from charts and compass directions back to the people who
must actually live inside a space. The next time you walk
into a home, office, or shop, before asking “Is the Vaastu
right?”, you might try asking a different set of questions
instead: Is there enough light for the people who use this

space! Can elders and children move safely?

Can those who work here rest well, breathe easily, and
see the sky at least sometimes? Do the arrangements
encourage conversation and cooperation, or do they isolate
people from one another! If some old Vaastu rule also
supports these things, then perhaps it is carrying a thread
of wisdom that still lives. If it fights them, perhaps the real
correction needed is not in the floor plan, but in the way
we decide which rules deserve our obedience. After all, the
true purpose of a home is not to satisfy invisible geometry,
but to help human beings feel safe enough to live well

together.
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No Karma, only Matter?

Every time I shank an iron in golf or mistime a lofted
straight drive in Cricket—leave a putt short or get out
to a bouncer—I pause and wonder: was it destiny's cruel
hand, or simply my body not yet coordinated for that
perfect shot! Am I mentally weak, crumbling under
pressure, or does my skillset, muscle memory demand more
deliberate practice! Sports strip us bare, forcing this raw

confrontation. There is nowhere to hide behind fate or

fluke.

They teach that true progress lies in challenging our
limits: drill the swing, analyze the footwork, repeat until
instinct takes over. Settling for "it wasn't meant to be" robs
the discovering the real self, the resilient core forged
through repetition. Isn't this the story of everything else’
From early humans sharpening stones to pondering the
stars, evolution is not karma's whim but endless trial,
adaptation, and wonder. We do not arrive perfect; we

practice into possibility, one shot at a time.
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Imagine you are not holding a “theory,” but simply
sitting quietly with a stubborn question: what really runs
this universe—some invisible moral law, or just matter and
energy following patterns! When something painful
happens, do you feel, even for a moment, that “it must
mean something,” that there is a lesson, a hidden justice, a
balance being restored? Or can you see the possibility that
events arise from physical, social, and psychological causes,
without any built-in moral intention behind them at all?

Think of a time in your own life when something felt
unfair—a sudden loss, a betrayal, an illness, a dream
collapsing for no obvious reason. Did your mind reach for
explanations like “maybe this is punishment” or “maybe
this happened for a reason”? Human cultures have been
doing that for thousands of years. Storms became signs of
divine anger, plagues became judgments, victories became
rewards from the gods, and suffering became the fruit of
unseen past actions. These explanations comfort us
because they tell us: nothing is random, nothing is wasted,;
somewhere, the books are balanced. But ask yourself: are
they true, or are they ways we protect ourselves from the

possibility that some things simply happen?

Over time, different civilizations developed ways of
thinking that tried to make sense of the desire for moral
order in the universe. In Indian thought, karma became
one of the central ideas: the suggestion that action has
consequences that may shape future experiences, even
across multiple lives. It is not just cause and effect, but is

often understood as moral cause and effect.
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In this view, if someone suffers without a visible
reason, there may still be a hidden story- a previous chapter
where the seeds were sown. Such a framework may have
helped people live with inequality, tragedy, and shock. If
the universe is seen through the lens of karma, then events
appear less senseless- part of a larger moral pattern, even if

that pattern is not always visible.

At the same time, earlier parts of this book have shown
how humans slowly developed another way of explaining
the world - through careful observation, measurement, and
experiment. Instead of asking, “Which god is angry?”
people began to ask, “What physical process is at work?”
For most of history, lightning was seen as a weapon in the
hands of gods like Zeus or Thor, a sign of anger or divine
judgment. Today, the same flash and sound are understood
as a discharge of electrical charge between clouds and the
ground, with thunder as the shockwave moving through

the air.

Many communities once understood epidemics as
arising from “bad air” or even from divine punishment.
With germ theory and microbiology, those same outbreaks
came to be understood as bacteria and viruses spreading
through water, air, and contact—leading to vaccines,
antibiotics, and sanitation alongside, and sometimes in

place of, earlier responses.

Seasons were once widely connected to divine favor,
the moods of gods, or simple nearness to the Sun. Now

they are explained through the tilt of Earth’s axis and its
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orbit around the Sun, which together shapes how much
sunlight each region, receives over the year. This approach,
which we now call science, does not deny that we have
moral feelings; it simply chooses not to treat those feelings

as explanations for physical events.

What is interesting is that as this scientific way of
seeing grew stronger, faith did not vanish. People might go
to a hospital and a temple in the same week. A person
might study physics by day and recite prayers at night.
Communities built telescopes and churches, laboratories
and monasteries, often side by side. Science and faith
argued with each other, but they also learned from and

quietly reshaped each other over generations.

So now this chapter gently invites you into a more
uncomfortable space: what if, underneath all these layers,
there is no cosmic karma at all! No invisible moral
accounting baked into reality? What if there is only matter,
energy, and information, moving according to laws that are
consistent but not morally charged? In such a universe,
events would still have causes, but those causes would not
be rewards or punishments; they would simply be
conditions. Let that idea sit for a moment and notice what

it does inside you.

If it is true that there is only matter, energy, and
information, does life become empty and cruel? Or does
responsibility become heavier because there is no outside
agent keeping score for us! If there is no cosmic law that

ensures that “what goes around comes around,” then every
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act of kindness or cruelty does not vanish into a mystical
ledger; it directly shapes the real world that other people
must live in. Ethics, then, is no longer a cosmic rulebook;
it also becomes a human project. That is both unsettling
and strangely dignifying.

To understand how strong the pull of karma is, look
at what it tries to solve. Karma suggests that every action
has a moral consequence, if not now, then later, maybe in
another birth. It speaks to the problem of unfairness: why
does one person flourish while another suffers? Why does
a child die young while other lives to a hundred? Karma
offers an answer: there are causes you cannot see; nothing
is entirely arbitrary. For many, this offers a sense of
emotional relief. It suggests that the universe is not only

lawful, but also, in some deeper sense, fair.

Yet this same idea can, at times, quietly turn into a
shield against empathy. If we say, “This is their karma,” do
we feel a little more comfortable standing at a distance? If
we say, “This is my karma,” do we sometimes tolerate
situations we might otherwise try to change—abuse,
exploitation, inequality—because we assume they are
“meant to be”? In trying to explain suffering, karma can
sometimes end up unintentionally justifying it. The
question is not whether karma always does this, but
whether we, as human beings, sometimes use it this way

without noticing.

Now turn your attention to how science approaches

cause and effect. When a child falls ill, science looks for
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viruses, bacteria, genetic differences, nutrition, stress,
pollution, and access to healthcare. It traces a chain of
causes that are physical and social, rather than moral. The
illness does not happen “for a reason” in the sense of a
lesson or punishment. It happens due to conditions like
exposure, vulnerability, and environment. Those reasons
can be investigated, and sometimes changed. You might
still feel that behind these chains of cause and effect, there
could be a deeper design, a god who set up the laws or
allowed these conditions. Many believers do see scientific
causes as part of that design, rather than as a rival to it. The
important point here is that science, by its method, does
not answer “Did God design this?” It focuses instead on
“What mechanisms are at work, and how can we change
them?” It leaves questions of ultimate purpose open, but it
suggests that if a child is sick, the practical path to helping
them lies in understanding cells, germs, air, water, and
systems—not in assuming that the illness is a message from

the universe.

When a road accident happens, science looks at speed,
braking distance, road design, driver attention, weather,
and technology. Again, there is a chain of causes, but none
of them are “cosmic bills.” They are conditions we can
improve with better rules, better vehicles, better training,
and better infrastructure. In this way of thinking, nothing
is “meant” to happen in a spiritual sense—but they are often

explainable through interactions of matter and behavior.

Does this way of seeing remove meaning from life? It

does remove a certain kind of meaning—the idea that every
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event carries a personal message from the universe. But it
replaces that with something different: the possibility of
understanding and changing the conditions that lead to
suffering. If a famine is not “judgment” but the result of
climate, agriculture, politics, and war, then it is not

inevitable; it is something we can prevent or reduce.

Here, the question of ethics becomes sharper. If there
is no built-in moral law, does morality collapse? Or does it
simply move from an invisible structure outside us to the
visible choices we make with each other? If there is no
automatic cosmic system that punishes cruelty, then laws,
social norms, and personal conscience become the only real
mechanisms that give cruelty consequences. If there is no
guaranteed reward for kindness after death, then kindness
becomes valuable for its impact in this life, not for points

scored in another world.

This can feel unsettling because it takes away the
promise that, somewhere, everything will be balanced.
Some people may hurt others and never be punished. Some
kind people may suffer and never find relief. But this is also
what makes our choices more serious: we cannot depend
on an unseen force to fix what we ignore. When we make
fair laws, run honest systems, develop safer medicines, or
simply choose to be kind when we could be cruel, we are
not helping a cosmic bookkeeper. We are the ones

changing what happens next.

In that sense, ethics comes down from the sky and

lands in our hands. The universe may not care whether you
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tell the truth, but your friend does. The laws of physics may
not care whether a bridge is built fairly for all communities,
but the people who cross it do. Matter and energy might be
indifferent, but the beings made of that matter and energy

are not.

This does not mean feelings of karma disappear
overnight. Our brains are tuned to search for patterns, to
link events, to see “stories” in what might be a coincidence.
[t is natural to feel that a sudden windfall was “meant for
you,” or that a cruel person “finally got what they
deserved.” Sometimes we are right about real-world
consequences—careless actions often lead to trouble. But
sometimes we are stitching a story over randomness

because randomness is hard to bear.

So, the real invitation of this chapter is not to declare
that karma is false and matter is all. It is important to notice
when you are using karma to stop thinking, to stop
questioning, or to step away from responsibility. It is to
notice when “this must mean something” is helping you
grow, and when it is making you passive. It is to quietly test
whether your belief in a moral universe is helping you act
with more compassion and courage, or whether it is

allowing you to accept what you could actually change.

If you can look at a painful event and say, “This hurts,
and I do not know why it happened, but I will try to
understand the real conditions that led here,” then you are
already, in a quiet way, moving ethics from the sky to your

hands. If you can see that a world without guaranteed
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cosmic justice is not a world without justice at all-but a
world where justice depends on what we do—then the idea
of “No Karma Only Matter” stops being a threat and

becomes a challenge.

Interestingly, this kind of thinking is not new. Long
before modern science, India produced one of the boldest
materialist philosophies in the world: Charvaka, also

known as Lokayata.

Charvaka thinkers said, in simple terms: only this
world exists, only matter exists, and only what we can
perceive directly is the most reliable form of knowledge.
They rejected the idea of an immortal soul, an afterlife, and
the authority of any holy book. For them, no heaven or hell
was waiting, no karma accumulating across lives—they saw
these as human stories, rather than observable facts. The
only trustworthy guide, they argued, is our senses,

supported by empirical evidence and cautious reasoning.

Ethically, Charvaka is often described as promoting a
kind of thoughtful enjoyment of life. Since only this life is
certain, focus on reducing pain and increasing pleasure
here and now, while also considering real-world
consequences. This was not about mindless indulgence,
but about recognizing that distant promises of reward or
punishment should not override the realities of this world.
In a way, Charvaka echoed “No karma, only matter”

centuries before modern physics existed.

If you step back, you can see echoes of Charvaka in

some Western thinkers as well. Greek materialists like
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Democritus and Epicurus also said that everything is made
of atoms in the void, and that the world could be explained
without invoking gods intervening in everyday events.
Epicurus, for example, stressed that understanding nature
can free us from fear of angry gods and fear of death; he
also linked ethics to pleasure and freedom from suffering,
not to divine judgment. If such ideas existed so early, why
do they still feel uncomfortable today? Maybe because they
take away a quiet comfort—the feeling that somewhere,
everything will be balanced and explained. Without that,
the world can feel more uncertain, and our choices more
exposed. And yet, that discomfort might be pointing to
something important: a shift from depending on an unseen

order to taking responsibility for the order we create.

Charvaka grew up in a culture shaped by Vedic rituals,
karma, and rebirth, so it spent much of its energy
questioning priests, sacrifices, and metaphysical claims
about other worlds. Its exact beginnings are difficult to date
because most of its original texts have been lost. However,
scholars usually place its roots somewhere in the early
centuries of Indian philosophical debate, possibly around
the 6th century BCE or earlier, when Buddhism, Jainism,
and other questioning traditions were also challenging
older Vedic authority.

What happened to Charvaka! Its original texts
disappeared, and most of what we know comes from critics
who opposed it. Over centuries, dominant religious and
philosophical schools often treated it as dangerous,

shallow, or even immoral, and its influence was pushed to
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the margins. But its spirit—skepticism, a focus on this-
worldly life, and demand for evidence—never fully
disappeared. It surfaces again and again in human thought
whenever someone asks, “How do you know!” and refuses

« . ”» .
to accept “because scripture says so” as a final answer.

If you think about it, this suppression is a pattern.
Systems that tie authority to sacred explanations can feel
threatened when someone says, “Maybe there is no hidden
will behind this; maybe it’s just how matter behaves.”
When belief in a higher power becomes the default
explanation for anything we do not understand, something

subtle can happen: curiosity may begin to slow down.

History gives several examples of how associating every
unknown with God or destiny has blocked innovation.
One of the most well-known is the clash involving Galileo
and the Catholic Church. He presented evidence that the
Earth moves around the Sun, challenging the traditional
geocentric view supported by church authorities. Instead of
welcoming this as a better understanding of the universe,
some theologians labeled it heresy because it seemed to
contradict their reading of scripture. Galileo was tried by
the Inquisition in 1633 and forced to publicly withdraw his
support for heliocentrism. The conflict was not only about
astronomy; it also raised a deeper question, who gets to say
what is true—observations and mathematics, or established
religious interpretation. When something challenges what
we believe, do we examine it—or protect what we already

trust!
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But it would be too simple to say, “Religion blocked
science, and science freed us.” The same religious
institutions that opposed some ideas also helped build
universities, preserved manuscripts, supported art, and
provided ethical frameworks and social stability in many
periods. In India and elsewhere, monasteries and temples
often became centers of learning, including in fields like
mathematics, astronomy, and medicine. So, the picture is
more mixed: belief in a higher power has, at different times,

both inspired and restrained human curiosity.

Does the habit of saying “God did it” or “karma
explains it” at the point of mystery reduce our drive to
investigate further! If an unexplained illness is attributed to
past-life actions or divine will, do we feel the same urgency
to study its causes in the lab, to design better hospitals, to
change public policy!? Every time we stop inquiry with a
supernatural label, we risk freezing the question instead of

following it.

Secular scientific methods, at their best, encourage
constant questioning: test, measure, doubt, repeat. They do
not easily accept “because we have always believed this” as
a final answer. This restless attitude has brought vaccines,
space flight, digital communication, and countless tools
that reshape everyday life. At the same time, science is also
capable of being guided by ethical values that many
religions cherish—reducing suffering, caring for the
vulnerable and exploring truth honestly. Science does not
have to be anti-faith; it simply does not stop at faith as a

substitute for evidence.
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So where does that leave us with “No Karma Only
Matter”?

You might worry that a purely material universe is cold
and empty. If everything is atoms and fields, where is
justice, meaning, or love! But look carefully: your feelings,
relationships, and values still exist as real patterns in brains,
bodies, and societies. They are no less real because they
have physical foundations; in fact, understanding those
foundations can help us protect and deepen them. For
example, knowing how stress and trauma affect the brain
shapes better mental health care, and knowing how
cooperation evolves in social species can help design fairer

institutions.

In such a view, there may be no cosmic guarantee that
“what goes around comes around.” Some cruel people
might die wealthy and unpunished, while some kind
people might suffer without relief. This can be hard to
accept. But it also means that when we build systems of
justice, when we stand up for someone who has no power,
when we create technologies that save lives, we are not
simply “acting out” an inevitable karma. We are adding

new causes into the chain, shaping what happens next.

Think again of the child born into hardship. In a
karmic frame, we might say, “Some past-action account is
being settled,” and respond with private compassion but
little challenge to the structure that created the hardship.
In a material frame, we see specific causes - nutrition,

healthcare, education, economics, and history. There may
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be no moral reason for this child’s suffering; there is a
situation we can change or ignore. When you act—by
donating, voting, inventing, mentoring—you are not
balancing a cosmic ledger; you are shaping real-world

conditions.

Across centuries, science and faith have lived side by
side, perhaps because humans seem to need both
explanation and meaning. Faith has offered stories that
help people feel held in a larger purpose; science has
offered tools to reduce ignorance and suffering. Sometimes
they have supported each other; sometimes they have
collided, as in the trial of Galileo or in the rejection of

materialist schools like Charvaka.

This chapter does not ask you to pick a side but to see
more clearly what each attitude does inside your mind.
When you face a mystery, do you reach first for a
supernatural explanation, or do you let the question stay
open and uncomfortable for a while! When you witness
injustice, do you think “karma will handle it,” or “if I do
nothing, maybe nothing will change”? When you
experience a moment of love or beauty, do you need it to
be part of a cosmic plan for it to matter, or is its very fragility

enough?

Charvaka’s voice, though faint in the historical record,
still whispers: trust what you can see, hear, and test; focus
on this life; do not be ruled by fear of other worlds. Modern
science whispers something similar: questions are not

threats; they are doors. Religious traditions, at their best,
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add another whisper: whatever you believe about the
ultimate nature of reality, let it make you kinder, not

crueler.

“No Karma Only Matter” is not a final verdict on how
the universe truly is. It is a lens you are being invited to try
on. Through that lens, the universe does not promise
justice—but it allows it. It does not guarantee meaning, but
it allows you to create it with others. It does not enforce
karma, but it never prevents you from building systems

where actions have fair and transparent consequences.

When you take off this lens, you might return to
karma, to God, to some higher power, or you might not.
The aim here is not to take anything away from you. It is to
offer you one more way to look—to let you feel what it is
like to stand, even briefly, in a world where there is no

hidden moral puppeteer, only matter, minds, and choices.

In that world, every act of kindness is not fate; it is a
decision. Every discovery is not a gift dropped from the sky;
it is the result of someone refusing to stop at “God knows”
and choosing to ask “How does this really work?” Every step
towards justice is not the universe correcting itself; it is
people, like you, deciding that what exists is not enough
and that something better is worth building.

You do not have to answer now whether there is truly
“no karma, only matter.” The more important question is
this: if the universe does not guarantee meaning, are you
willing to live as if your small decisions still matter—because
they change what happens next for real people in a real

world?
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Hierarchy

hen we hear the word Aaryavart, what picture

should we really have in mind? s it just a piece of
land on a map, a sacred label for people seen as “pure”, or
mostly a story that later winners talked about themselves?
In many older texts, Aaryavart is not the whole of India, but
mainly the northern plains—the wide Ganga-Yamuna
region and nearby areas where Indo-Aryan languages, Vedic
fire rituals, and early Sanskrit learning became influential.
The far south, with its older Dravidian languages and
different temple traditions, often sits just outside this
mental map—geographically close, but sometimes treated as

“other”.

Modern genetics and archaeology suggest a more
layered picture. The people who built the Indus cities seem
to have been a blend of very ancient South Asian
hunter-gatherers and groups related to early Iranian
farmers, with little or no steppe ancestry at the peak of that

civilization. Steppe-related ancestry appears more clearly
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only later, after those cities decline, mixing into an already
varied population and becoming a significant part of what
researchers call “Ancestral North Indian” ancestry. If this is
broadly true, then when later texts praise the land of
the Arya and place the northern plains at the center, are
they pointing to an eternal, natural heartland—or to one
historical moment when a certain package of language and
rituals (Indo-Aryan speech, Vedic fire worship, Sanskrit
learning) grew influential enough to name its own backyard

the true center of civilization?

Modern DNA studies suggest that steppe herders were
one of several ancestral streams flowing into South Asia,
not the single source of anyone’s bloodline. These were
mobile animal-herders from faraway grasslands, skilled with
horses, wagons, and rapid movement, whose descendants
left genetic and probably linguistic traces in many
Indo-European-speaking regions, including parts of
northwest India. When such steppe-related groups mixed
with local Indus-linked farmers and older hunter-gatherer
lineages, they did not create a new species. They created
new combinations of genes, but also of languages, social
habits, and myths—that later storytellers may have
expressed in ideas of Kshatriya courage or Brahmin ritual
authority.

Across India today, almost everyone carries some mix
of three deep strands: ancient South Asian
hunter-gatherers, Indus- and Iranian-related farming
groups, and steppe-linked herders, in different proportions

in different regions. In many northern groups, especially
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some higher castes, studies often find a somewhat higher
share of steppe-related ancestry, while in many southern
groups the share is usually lower but still present—layered
over a stronger signal from older hunter-gatherer and
Induslinked roots. This pattern raises an uncomfortable
but important question: did people in some groups, once
they held more power in ritual and war and happened to
carry more steppe-linked ancestry, slowly begin to see
themselves as a special, more “refined” or “intelligent”
layer—and then use sacred language to reinforce that feeling
into caste! If so, are we looking at an eternal order written
into the universe, or at a human hierarchy shaped by
historical movements of migration, ecology, and

technology, later expressed and supported by scripture?

Across India, genetic studies now point to a striking
pattern: many Brahmin groups, whether in the north or in
the south, tend to show relatively higher traces of
steppe-related ancestry than many neighboring castes and
communities, even though everyone is mixed to some
degree. As we move south, the average steppe signal often
drops for many groups, but it often remains noticeably
higher in local Brahmin populations than in many
non-Brahmin neighbors. This is not a moral judgment, just
a puzzle: how did one social group, spread across languages
and regions, come to carry more of this particular ancestral
thread almost everywhere it appears! And once that thread
was in place, did stories of ritual purity and higher wisdom
grow around it, or did those stories arise first, with genes

simply following patterns and status—leaving us today with
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a quiet genetic echo of choices about hierarchy made

thousands of years ago!

If some groups ended up with more steppe ancestry
and more social influence, the next question is: how did
ideas and rules grow around that power and gradually make
it appear sacred and permanent! To explore that, we have
to step into the world of texts and rituals that claimed to

speak for the gods but also quietly shaped everyday life.

The Manusmriti is often presented as a book of law and
duty, but what kind of society does it imagine if we read it
not as believers, but as curious observers! One of its most
striking features is how firmly it tries to fix people into
birth-based boxes—Brahmin, Kshatriya, Vaishya, Shudra—
each with its own duties, rights, and limits, leaving little

room for the messy mixing that genetics and history reveal.

This sits uneasily alongside many Vedic and
Upanishadic idea, where words like Brahman and Brahmana
did not originally point to a closed birth club, but to
something more fluid: the vast, underlying reality behind
everything, and the human being trying to know it through
discipline, insight, and inner refinement. When a hymn
says that the whole universe arises from one Brahman, or
when an Upanishad suggests that a true knower of
Brahman is not defined by clothes, address, or family line,
what happens to that vision when later texts insist that
“Brahmin” primarily as someone born into certain families,
performing certain rituals, and maintaining distance from

those labeled lower?
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Did the direction of meaning slowly shift- or even
reverse! Instead of “any person who seeks and realizes
Brahman becomes a brahmana in the deepest sense,” did
practice shift toward “those born as Brahmins are the
natural gatekeepers of Brahman, and others must approach

the divine only through them”?

Manusmriti verses about severe punishments for
lower-caste people who dare to hear or recite sacred texts,
and its detailed rules about who may teach whom, seem to
move away from an open-ended spiritual search toward a
guarded library where only a few holds the keys. If early
Vedic and Upanishadic strands sometimes suggest that the
same light shines in all beings, why does a later legal text
work so carefully to rank those beings in a fixed order, as if

spiritual possibility itself must follow a social staircase?

Its rules around gender deepen the tension.
Manusmriti repeatedly places women under the authority of
father, husband, or son at different stages of life, praising
obedience and modesty as central virtues, while cautioning
against independent movement and speech. Yet older and
parallel traditions remember learned women who debated
in gatherings, figures like Gargi and Maitreyi in
Upanishadic stories - and later Buddhist and Bhakti voices
that speak with authority in their own right.

If the underlying reality, Brahman, is described as
beyond male and female, beyond caste and clan, what fear
or pressure makes a society codify such narrow roles for

women and lower castes, and then describe that order as
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“eternal dharma”? Was Manusmriti reflecting a timeless
divine blueprint, or could it also be read as a snapshot of a
nervous elite trying to lock down a changing world—
freezing both caste and gender into rules that suited those
already near the top, while borrowing the language of Veda

to make those rules appear untouchable?

Side by side with written rules stood the glowing fire
of the Yadnya, the sacrificial ritual that became a central
stage of Vedic religion. At one level, these rituals were
meant to connect humans with cosmic forces—offering
ghee, grain, or animals into the fire in return for rain,
victory, sons, or heaven, with Brahmins as the trained
experts who knew the proper chants and sequences. But
when large sacrifices required kings, priests, wealth, and
public display, did they also become a kind of theatre of
status—an elaborate way of signaling, “Look who can afford

to pour so much into the flames while others barely eat”?

Later movements, from Buddhism and Jainism to
various Bhakti traditions, often looked at these grand
Yadnyas with discomfort, sometimes even disgust, asking in
different ways whether it was necessary to sacrifice animals
or expend large resources to reach a divine that could also
be approached through inner transformation, compassion,
or simple prayer. If a ritual seems to feed the pride of a few
more than the needs of many, at what point does it stop
being a spiritual bridge and begin to resemble an expensive

habit that few feel free to question openly?
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Once a society gives great authority to shastras—its
sacred texts and commentaries—another question quietly
appears: who gets to decide what these words really mean?
Over many centuries, the main interpreters of texts like the
Vedas, Upanishads, Smritis, and Puranas were often
people who were already near the top of the social ladder,
so it is not surprising that some readings also ended up

protecting their own position.

Consider a simple contrast: a verse about all beings
carrying the same divine spark may be explained as
“symbolic” or “poetic,” while a verse that fixes duties or
punishments by caste or gender may be treated as a hard
rule that must be followed. Who makes that choice, and on
what basis—why does poetry soften when it talks of equality,
but harden into law when it talks of hierarchy? In practice,

we also see forms of selective enforcement.

Rules about purity and pollution might be used very
strictly to keep a Dalit or a so-called “lower” caste person
away from a temple or a well, but the same people quoting
those rules may quietly overlook other teachings about
truth-telling, non-greed, or compassion when it comes to
their own behavior. Manusmriti can be used to justify that a
Shudra must serve and not learn, yet verses about the duties
of kings to protect all subjects, or about the inner quest for
Brahman that goes beyond caste, are rarely emphasized

with the same force in public life.

In such a world, one must ask: what is really shaping

daily life—the full written shastra, or the living habit of
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drawing out only those lines that help your side in any
argument! And if sacred books can be interpreted to
defend both, kindness and cruelty, inclusion and
exclusion, does each generation have a responsibility to
pause and ask, “Is this particular interpretation still

humane, or is it just convenient for someone in power!”

After the Mauryan Empire, with its famous emperor
Ashoka, who publicly embraced Buddhism, the rise of the
Shunga dynasty under Pushyamitra Shunga is often
described as a shift back toward more orthodox

Brahmanism.

Traditional accounts and some later texts describe him
as a king who supported Vedic sacrifices and priestly
authority, and who may have opposed Buddhist
institutions, though historians still debate how far that
opposition went and how much may be later exaggeration.
In some Buddhist sources, Pushyamitra appears almost as
a villain who destroys stupas and persecutes monks; in
other readings, he appears more like a ruler who simply
chose to favor one religious style—Vedic fire and Brahmin

prestige—over another, without eliminating the rest.

When stories differ so sharply, is it possible that what
we are seeing is not a single clear event, but a struggle over
memory: each side using him as a symbol of either “fall

from dharma” or “restoration of order”?

This uncertainty makes the underlying question more
interesting. Was the Shunga takeover simply a change of

rulers after a large empire cracked, or did it mark a

175



deliberate attempt to re-center fire rituals, caste hierarchies,
and priestly power after a phase when other ideas—
non-~violence, renunciation, and open questioning of
sacrifice—had gained significant ground? Under Ashoka,
inscriptions on rocks and pillars publicly praised
compassion to all beings, restraint in animal slaughter, and

respect for many sects, including non-Vedic ones.

For elites whose status depended on costly Yadnyas,
strict caste lines, and control over Vedic learning, such a
climate could feel like a slow erosion of their importance.
In that light, a ruler who funds large horse sacrifices, invites
Brahmins to court, and restores the older ritual calendar is
not just making a religious choice—he may also be signaling

who is back at the center of power.

If a king like Pushyamitra pours resources into grand
Yadnyas, honors priests, and promotes a return to older
forms of ritual, is he acting purely out of private faith, or
also using religion as a tool to reshape loyalty after the fall

of a vast, loosely held empire?

A large public sacrifice gathers chiefs, landlords,
priests, and commoners into one space, with the king and
his chosen Brahmins visibly at the top; it can heal fractures,
reward allies, and remind everyone who holds both worldly
and spiritual authority. In that sense, a revival of Vedic
rituals is not only about pleasing the gods in heaven—it can
also redraw the social map on earth. And if we notice that
similar shifts appear elsewhere—periods of more open,

questioning spirituality followed by calls to “return to
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tradition” led by rulers and priestly groups—might the
Shunga moment be one example of a recurring pattern,
where kings, priests, and texts work together to rebuild
hierarchy when it feels threatened, while describing that

rebuilding as the defense or restoration of a sacred past?

Around 185 BCE, Pushyamitra Shunga’s rise marked
a Brahmanical revival post-Ashoka, elevating Vedic rituals
and varna hierarchies. Genetic studies pinpoint this era
(72000 vyears ago) as when endogamy hardened:
intermixing ceased as jatis married within themselves.
Coincidence or catalyst! Shungas promoted priestly power
amid postMauryan flux, predating Manusmriti’s
codification (7200 BCE-200 CE). DNA evidence the
biological imprint of rising social walls, with Dr. Ambedkar

linking Shungas to inequality’s entrenchment.

Looking at Indian history through this lens, how many
so-called revivals begin to look less like spontaneous
spiritual awakenings and more like conscious political

projects dressed in sacred language?

When an inscription boasts of temples rebuilt,
sacrifices renewed, and “proper” varna order restored, is it
inviting admiration for piety, or also asking us to accept a
tightening of social control as part of the cosmos itself? And
as readers today, can we learn to see both layers at once—
the genuine devotion that many people may have felt, and
the real use of that devotion to secure power—without

reducing the past to either pure faith or pure conspiracy?
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The tension between Ashoka’s pillars and
Pushyamitra’s sacrifices opens a larger question: what
happens when a quiet, inner search for meaning slowly
hardens into an organized religion with ranks, uniforms,

and entry rules?

Spirituality in its raw form is often about direct
experience—someone sits under a tree, in a cave, or in a
crowded street and asks, “Who am I, what is this life, what
is worth living for?” without needing any formal

membership.

Organized religion, by contrast, often develops later -
with buildings, calendars, priestly classes, and approved
stories - offering structure and community but also creating
boundaries around who may lead, who may question, and
who must simply obey. In such a shift, is it inevitable that
some people start to act as gatekeepers to the sacred,
turning what began as an open path into a controlled
corridor where access to the divine or liberation becomes
quietly linked to birth, donation, or loyalty to an

institution?

When movements like early Buddhism, Bhakti, or
various reform currents in many faiths call people back to
simple practice—meditation, song, compassion—are they
rejecting religion itself, or just asking whether the spiritual
flame can survive once too many layers of organized power

have grown around it!

If spiritual experience can be open to anyone, but

organized religion and politics often close the gates, it
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becomes important to ask how key ideas were framed to
justify those boundaries. This is very clear in the
way chaaturvarna and brahmanyavaad were tied to the Vedas

and to the great epics.

When people talk about chaaturvarna—the fourfold
order of Brahmin, Kshatriya, Vaishya, and Shudra—they
often quote a few famous lines to say this system is divinely
made and fixed forever. But even inside the Vedic and
Upanishadic world, the picture appears mixed: some verses
speak of one cosmic reality behind all beings, while later
law-books and ritual texts focus much more on rank and
separation. How did a poetic image of society as one cosmic
body—head, arms, thighs, feet—turn into a more rigid
ladder where moving up is almost impossible, and
“Brahmin” shifts from “one who seeks Brahman” to “a

birth-group with special rights”?

Old thinkers from the Shramana paths asked this
question. Modern reformers asked it too. Are we truly
following the Vedas? Or do we read our fears and ambitions
into a few verses! We ignore other parts. Those parts stress

inner change over outer status.

People quote the Vedas in a selective way. They pick
lines that support caste borders. They pick lines that
support ritual power or male control. They treat these as
final truth. But they skip lines about the same light in all
hearts. They skip lines that say rituals mean nothing

without inner change. They call those "nice ideas."
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Buddhists pushed back. Jains pushed back. Bhakti
saints pushed back. Later reformers pushed back. They
asked one thing. Can we question any scripture? Yes, if its
reading causes clear injustice. "Vedas say so" often means
one thing. A small group chose a reading that suits them.
True brahmanyavaad means respect for truth. It should not

support birth-based pride.

The same kind of questioning can be turned toward
the Ramayana and the Mahabharata. These are not small
rule-books; they are huge, flowing stories full of courage,
beauty, confusion, and moral struggle. What happens if we
first see them as powerful epics—as rich narratives about
duty, desire, loyalty, and failure—before using them to argue
for or against today’s caste or purity rules! A reader can feel
moved by Rama’s loyalty, Sita’s strength, Karna’s pain, or
Arjuna’s doubt without copying every social custom of their

worlds.

There is also an ongoing debate about whether these
epics are strict history, symbolic narrative, or something in
between. Some people say every event happened exactly as
told; others see them more as symbolic stories built up over
time to carry moral and spiritual lessons, not detailed

records.

We know the Ramayana and Mahabharata exist in
many versions—Valmiki, Tulsidas, Kamban, folk tellings,
Jain and Buddhist retellings, and regional songs—each
stressing different virtues, villains, and lessons. Does this

variety make them less sacred, or does it show how each
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generation reshaped these stories to speak to its own
concerns and hopes? Perhaps the more helpful question is
not “Did this battle happen on this exact date?” but “Why
have these tales remained so powerful that people still

measure courage, duty, and betrayal against them?”

Once we see that there are many versions, the idea of
modification becomes easier to accept. Some Ramayanas
soften or remove troubling scenes; others criticize kings or
priests more sharply; still others add new episodes about
caste, gender, or political loyalty. If the same main
characters can move through such different moral worlds,
can any one version today claim to be a perfectly frozen

window into one ancient, unchanged truth?

And when certain episodes are highlighted today to
defend present-day hierarchies—like saying some groups
must accept a lower place because “it was always like this”—
is it unfair to ask whether those parts were emphasized, or
interpreted in a way to keep some people on top and others

below?

If the epics and shastras exist in many versions, it
becomes natural to ask not just what they say, but who
shaped them, and for whose benefit. A story retold for
centuries is never only a mirror of the past; it has also
become a tool in the present. We know that both
Ramayana and Mahabharata survive in many forms—
different recensions in Sanskrit, regional tellings in Indian

languages, and countless folk and oral versions.
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Some versions change key details: Sita’s birth and trial,
Shambuka’s killing, Draupadi’s humiliation, even how
certain characters speak and act, and these changes often
echo the worries and values of the storytellers’ own time.
One age softens royal cruelty, another questions it more
loudly, a third adds thick devotional language, a fourth

brings in sharper caste boundaries or new ideas about
purity.

The Shambuka episode itself may be one such layer:
many scholars see the Uttara Kanda, where Rama kills the
Shudra ascetic Shambuka for doing tapas, as a later
addition from a period when varna rules were being
tightened and justified more aggressively, which may reflect
a period when social boundaries were being more strictly
defined. If the same basic plot can carry such different
moral flavors, and some scenes appear only in certain
recensions that line up neatly with later social anxieties, is
it unreasonable to wonder whether, at certain points,
meanings were shaped in ways that favor those already in
position of influence—especially when many of the people
writing, copying, and interpreting these texts were trained

within particularly scholarly networks?

Who controls the narrative! For long periods, access
to formal learning in Sanskrit, to commentaries, and to the
role of teacher or priest was largely restricted to Brahmin
lineages, with some exceptions. A small group keeps the
texts. The same group explains what they "really" mean.
Can we trust that their readings were always neutral? Or

did some lean toward protecting their own status’
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A line about serving the guru can be read as a universal
call to respect genuine wisdom—or as a handy support for
keeping certain castes forever in service roles. When a verse
about inner realization is treated as optional poetry, while
a verse about birth-based duty is treated as non-negotiable
law, are we seeing divine will, or human choice supported

by religious authority?

On the ground, these choices have had real and often
difficult consequences. Caste discrimination is not just an
idea; it has meant centuries of barred wells and temples,
restricted  occupations, enforced segregation, and
humiliation for those labeled “lower” or “untouchable”. If
someone is told from birth that their suffering is the result
of past karma, that their duty is to serve quietly, and that
questioning the order itself is a sin, then scriptures and
stories can move beyond being spiritual guides and begin

to function as tools that reinforce social boundaries.

Yet, the same cultural space has also produced strong
reform voices: Buddha walking away from sacrifice,
medieval Bhakti saints singing beyond caste, social
reformers like Jyotirao Phule, Periyar, B. R. Ambedkar,
Narayana Guru and many others asking whether any god
worth worshipping would bless a system built on

humiliation.

When we place these voices next to the older texts,
does the “tradition” of India appear as one straight line, or

as a long ongoing argument in which some keep trying to
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turn religion back into a path for all, rather than a fixed

structure controlled by a few?

Diet adds another layer to this story. Vegetarianism in
India today is often presented as if it was an unbroken,
ancient mark of higher spirituality, but historical evidence
suggests a more mixed and changing picture. Early Vedic
society included animal sacrifice and meat consumption,
especially in certain rituals and among elites; ghee, milk,
and meat offered into the fire were seen as proper gifts to
gods, and cattle were both wealth and, at times, food.
Hunting scenes, references to animal offerings, and later
descriptions of royal feasts all suggest that a purely
vegetarian ideal was not the universal starting point, even
if restraint and gratitude around killing were present in

many traditions.

Over time, several influences appear to have shaped
ideas about food in a new direction. Sramana movements
like early Buddhism and Jainism put ahimsa—non-violence
toward living beings—at the center of their practice,
questioning both sacrificial killing and everyday meat
consumption, and for Jains in particular, strict
vegetarianism became a visible identity marker linked to

their understanding of karma and liberation.

As these movements grew and attracted royal and
popular support, even people who did not fully join them
were exposed to their arguments. In a landscape where
different paths competed for followers and patronage, it

becomes easier to see how Vediclinked groups may have
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gradually adopted aspects of this language of non-violence
and purity, even while their own older texts and practices

showed a more relaxed attitude to meat.

The result is a somewhat ironic picture: communities
that once treated meat and sacrifice as normal later
presenting non-violence and vegetarianism as if they had

always been their timeless hallmark

Utrbanization and changing economies may also have
played a role. As towns and trade networks grew, new
groups—merchants, bankers, urban guilds—rose in
importance. For some of these communities, especially in
western India, adopting vegetarianism linked to Jain,
Vaishnava, or other devotional ideas may have offered both
a moral code and a distinct group identity: a way to signal
trustworthiness, restraint, and shared values in dense
commercial societies. At the same time, ideas about ritual
purity around kitchens, utensils, and who could share food
with whom became more elaborate, turning what one ate
into a visible marker of where one stood in the social and

spiritual order.

As these currents flowed together, some upper-caste
Hindu groups—especially many Brahmin communities—
slowly wove vegetarianism into their ideal self-portrait. For
plenty of people, this was no doubt a genuine shift: a
serious attempt to live in a way that troubled animals less

and felt spiritually cleaner.

But once food became linked to ideas of “pure” and

“polluting,” “higher” and “lower,” it also became a very

185



handy boundary rope. A vegetarian kitchen could now
politely shut out meat-eating castes; a vegetarian temple
could quietly narrow who was allowed to cook or serve; a
vegetarian household could begin to feel morally elevated
compared to its neighbors without ever mentioning birth

or job.

At that point, the language of ahimsa and purity risk
shifting from compassion for animals into distance from
other humans—less about what is on the plate, and more

about who is allowed to sit at the same table.

The story does not end there. Bhakti traditions,
regional practices, and everyday realities have always
complicated this neat picture. In many parts of India,
deeply religious people continue to eat meat on some days
and abstain on others, or follow mixed patterns where

festival food is vegetarian but everyday life is not.

Coastal communities eat meat and fish in rituals.
Pastoral groups do the same. Adivasi societies drink alcohol
in rituals. Many non-Brahmin castes follow these ways.
Devotion and diet do not have one fixed rule. When we
look at this full range, vegetarianism appears less like one
eternal command from the beginning of Indian
civilization. It is more like a powerful symbol that grew
stronger over centuries—shaped by spiritual insight, ethical
concern, social competition, and the desire of some groups

to mark themselves as purer than others.

When someone chooses vegetarianism, is it mainly out

of empathy for living beings and a wish to reduce harm, or
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also, sometimes, influenced by a desire—conscious or not—
to stand a little higher on a moral ladder? And what about
the more common, quieter pattern in many middle-class
homes, where meat is avoided not necessarily for ethical
reasons but because an elder once said, “Don’t eat this on
Tuesdays, on Ekadashi, in Shravan, during Navratri, or

before an exam—"something bad might happen”.

The obedient child follows the rule in those moments.
The child worries about luck, purity, or pleasing a god. The
child does not think about animals at all. No one

remembers where the rule came from. Fear colors the

whole habit.

Can modern India honor ahimsa as a true ethical
choice? We can choose it with open eyes. Food taboos
should not divide people from each other. They should not
create distance from those with different histories, lands,

or bodies. Those people eat in human ways, too.

Should we teach the next generation to fear a plate of

food? Or should we teach them to question unexamined

habits?
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Self-Proclaimed Supremacy

hen any group begins to believe it is naturally higher
than others, history often finds ways to question
that claim. The story of India, and of the wider world,
includes many moments when people - quietly or openly -
have asked, “Who gave you this right to stand above the

rest?”

One way to see this chapter is as a response
to brahmanyavaad—the idea that those closest to ritual and
scripture are automatically closest to truth and authority.
Earlier, we saw how hierarchy was built and protected
through Aaryavart maps, Manusmriti rules, selectively

interpreted shastras, and even food choices.

But alongside that story runs another: the rise of
voices, movements, and new paths that refused to accept
that one caste, one priesthood, or one style of worship
could claim exclusive access to the sacred. Sometimes these

counters came from within the same culture; sometimes
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they were framed as new “religions”; often they grew
wherever ordinary people felt that existing systems had

stopped listening to their pain.

In this long tugofwar between supremacy and
challenge, even small rituals can reveal how power shifts
and disguises itself. The thread ceremony, upanayana, is
one such example. In its classical form, upanayana marked
the start of student life for boys of the three “twice-born”
varnas—Brahmin, Kshatriya, and Vaishya. After this rite, a
boy became a brahmachari, entitled to Vedic education and
certain duties; the sacred thread identified him as someone
who had entered a disciplined path of learning and ritual,
almost like an old-world school identity combined with a
license to perform specific roles. Texts even suggest
different ideal ages and mantras for the three varnas, which
points to a shared framework of training rather than a

purely Brahmin badge at the very beginning.

Over centuries, though, the practice and its meaning
shifted. While Smritis and Grihya Sutras still speak
of upanayana for all three twice-born groups, reallife
observance in many regions narrowed until the ceremony

became primarily associated with Brahmins.

Kshatriya and Vaishya communities often focused
more on warfare, rule, farming, and trade, and many
appear to have let the ritual fade or turned it into a
marginal custom, especially as new forms of education and
power emerged. At the same time, Vedic learning itself

appears to have become more tightly guarded by Brahmin
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lineages, so that the link between the thread and actual
study weakened while the link between the thread and
birth identity grew stronger.

In today’s world, the thread is still worn, but in many
families, it no longer marks the start of a long, demanding
period of scriptural education. Instead, it often appears as
a visible sign that “our boys belong to this caste,” a marker
of belonging rather than of undertaken responsibility.
If Upanayana was meant to signal a second birth into
learning and duty for all three twice-born groups, what does
it mean when the practice survives mainly among one,
often without the original discipline, and is widely read
socially as a sign of belonging to a “higher” class? Was the
sacred thread once closer to a shared school badge, and has
it, over time, taken on the role of a visible symbol—more

about inherited status than earned commitment?

In today's world, we rarely voice discrimination
openly, yet in subtle acts, marriages and social circles, and
everyday choices, we maintain distances from those seen as
“lower” castes—quietly reflecting the patterns that older

texts like the Manusmriti once formalized.

When we place this beside the larger narrative—the rise
of protest religions, the endurance of Jain and Buddhist
ethics, and the long line of saints and reformers—it becomes
harder to accept any account where one group’s supremacy
feels natural or eternal. Instead, Indian history begins to

appear as a long dialogue between power and conscience -
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between those who claim elevation and those who quietly

question whether anyone truly stands above.

The thread on a shoulder, a village hymn, a king’s
inscription, a monk’s bowl, a woman’s school—each
becomes a subtle clue in that exchange. Where do we
position ourselves now—repeating old symbols that keep
some above others, or listening to many voices that
continue to suggest that no birth, book, badge, or thread
makes one human inherently superior to another? This
supremacy lasted not just by scriptures, but by fear: stories
of bad rebirths for wrongdoers, fears of pollution keeping
people from sharing food or water, and curses for
questioning caste rules. Quiet chains that tied the many to

serve the few—until reformers started breaking them.

In the early nineteenth century, in Pune (around
1822-1825), a revealing dispute unfolded. A group of
Chitpavan Brahmins, particularly the Joshis, objected to
the Daivajna Brahmins—traditionally associated with
goldsmithing—performing Vedic rituals. The argument was
not about knowledge or lineage alone, but about
occupation: working with metal was seen by some as

making them impure.

The Daivajnas responded by pointing to their Vedic
credentials—their gotras linked to the Rigveda—and even
received support from the respected Sringeri Math. When
the matter reached British courts, the verdict was clear:
there could be no legal ban or financial penalty against

them.
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Yet the story did not end there. Even after this
recognition, sections of the Brahmin community
continued to socially boycott the Daivajnas. In practice,
acceptance did not depend only on ritual qualification or
scriptural backing—it was still shaped by social perception,

occupation, and inherited status.

The episode quietly reveals something deeper:
hierarchy was not enforced by texts alone. It lived in
everyday attitudes, sustained by social pressure and the fear

of crossing invisible boundaries.

Within the broad world we now call Hindu culture,
Buddhism and Jainism stand out as early, powerful
critiques. Gautam Buddha was born into a society where
sacrifice, caste, and formal ritual carried enormous weight,
yet his path points in another direction: compassion for all
beings, inner awakening, and a sangha where entry is not
by birth but by willingness to walk the path.

Jain teachings, especially their radical commitment
to ahimsa and careful attention to every form of life,
questioned whether killing animals in fire rituals could be
spiritually justified. Were these paths “outside” what we
now call Hinduism, or were they internal mirrors, held up
to a civilization that may have become too comfortable with
hierarchy and violence in the name of religion? The very
fact that kings and commoners shifted loyalty towards
monks who owned nothing and questioned sacrifice
suggests that many people were hungry for a different kind
of authority.
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Jain traditions show how plural what we now call
“Hindu rashtra” has often been. At times when powerful
Hindu kings ruled large parts of the subcontinent, Jain
monks, merchants, and temples still enjoyed deep
patronage and respect. A ruler might build a grand Shaiva
or Vaishnava temple and support Jain institutions, living in
a world where multiple spiritual streams shared the same

political roof.

Does this resemble a simple, monolithic religious
state, or more like a complex ecosystem, where different
paths negotiated space, sometimes clashing, sometimes
blending—each quietly challenging the others’ claim to
exclusive truth? And if non-Vedic, strongly anti-sacrifice
traditions could flourish under “Hindu” rulers, what does
that suggest about the idea that one priestly group ever fully

controlled the Indian mind?

Centuries later, a different kind of challenge appears
in the idea of Hindavi Swarajya. When Chhatrapati Shivaji
Maharaj and his allies spoke of this, were they mainly
talking about protecting “Hindu Dharma” from religious
enemies, or also pointing towards something more basic—
the right of local people to rule themselves, collect their
own taxes, and protect their own dignity in a world of

distant empires’

His armies and administrations included many castes
and communities; loyalty often followed lines of region,
clan, and shared interest rather than strictly religious

identity. It is worth asking whether Hindavi Swarajya began

193



more as a demand for political and cultural self-respect—a
break from being treated as second-class in someone else’s
empire—than as a narrowly religious project. If later
generations frame it only as a war for “Hindu Dharma,” do
we risk flattening a much richer story about ordinary

people wanting a say in their own fate?

Alongside kings and monks, a quieter cultural
revolution was carried by poets, saints, and social leaders
who spoke to people in their own languages. Dnyaneshwar,
as a young Marathi sage, brought the Gita’s ideas into the
common tongue, suggesting that deep spiritual wisdom did
not belong only in Sanskrit or in the hands of a priestly few.
Tukaram sang of a God who listened to the poor and lowly,
and his abhangas often poked at pride, hypocrisy, and
hollow ritual. Were these only devotional songs, or could
they also be seen as gentle hammers, quietly tapping at the
walls that kept certain people outside the circle of

“respectable” spirituality?

Later, reformers like Raja Ram Mohan Roy and his
Brahmo Samaj (1828) began this questioning by examining
practices such as rigid ritualism, idol worship, and priestly
supremacy, advocating a rational monotheism that
attempted to reinterpret or simplify practices while
promoting widow remarriage and women's education—
suggesting that religion’s core could remain meaningful

even under scrutiny.

This early 19th-century phase of reforms highlighted a

pattern: when religious ideas are followed without
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reflection, they become rigid and resistant to change,
demanding periodic reform to reclaim their humane
essence, much like how earlier fluidic ideas may have

gradually become more fixed over time.

Figures like Chhatrapati Shahu Maharaj and
Mahatma Jyotiba Phule then turned it more sharply toward
social structure; Shahu Maharaj used his position as
Kolhapur ruler to mandate non-Brahmin reservations in
jobs and education, while Phule's Satyashodhak Samaj
(1873) outright rejected Brahmin mediation in weddings
and rituals, opening schools for Shudras and Ati-Shudras,
and publishing critiques like Gulamgiri to expose how

scriptures perpetuated subjugation.

Their work forces us to ask: if defending “tradition”
means defending a world where some children are denied
education because of birth, whose tradition are we really
protecting—and how many more such cleansings will it take
before equality becomes the default?

In the nineteenth century, Jyotirao Phule took a step
beyond social reform into the realm of ideas themselves. In
his work ‘Sarvajanik Satya Dharma’, he asked a simple but
unsettling question: what if truth and morality did not
need the authority of priests, scriptures, or inherited status

to stand?

Phule’s vision of satya dharma—a “public religion of
truth”—was not tied to birth, ritual, or exclusivity. Instead,
it leaned toward values that could be shared openly:

equality, justice, and human dignity. In doing so, it quietly
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challenged the idea that access to the sacred must pass

through a particular class or tradition.

Seen in everyday life, this idea opens up practical
possibilities. A marriage, a naming ceremony, or a moment
of remembrance can be conducted with meaning and
sincerity—through language people understand, through
shared intent—without necessarily depending on a priest or
rituals performed in a language few follow. For some,
traditional forms remain deeply meaningful; for others,
simpler or more direct expressions may feel closer to the

spirit of the moment.

Whether one agrees fully with Phule’s conclusions or
not, the attempt itself is revealing. It suggests that when
existing systems begin to feel closed or unequal, new ways
of thinking emerge—not always to replace tradition, but to

ask who it serves, and who it leaves behind.

Dr B.R. Ambedkar pushed the critique to its roots. As
a scholar, lawyer, and leader born into a community
marked as “untouchable,” he studied the same texts that
had been used to justify caste and then asked whether a
society built on graded inequality could truly deliver

freedom.

His decision to move towards Buddhism, along with
many followers, can be read not only as a personal spiritual
choice but as a collective statement: that dignity and
equality matter more than staying loyal to a religious
framework that struggles to move beyond inherited

hierarchies. In that moment, does religion look like a fixed
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identity, or like a human creation that can be left behind

when it repeatedly fails the test of justice?

Around them, and after them, many others across
India worked in their own ways to loosen the grip of
self-proclaimed supremacy. Narayana Guru in Kerala
insisted that “one caste, one religion, one god for
humanity” was a higher vision than narrow communal
pride. Ramabai Ranade, Savitribai Phule, Pandita
Ramabai, and other women reformers fought for education

and rights in spaces that treated female voices as secondary.

In Punjab, figures linked to the Singh Sabha
movement tried to clean Sikh practice of caste and
superstition; in Bengal, people like Vivekananda and
Ramakrishna re-emphasized inner experience over hollow
ritual, even if their legacies are read in many ways. Across
regions, countless lesser-known teachers, singers, and
activists have tried to build bridges where earlier systems-
built stairs. Taken together, do these efforts look like small
side stories, or like an ongoing attempt by society to correct

a course that had gone badly off balance?

While earlier parts of this chapter may seem to claim
a clear victory over religious distortions, today's subtleties
reveal a quieter persistence: some older practices may
continue quietly beneath the surface of "reformed" religion,
creating the impression into thinking equality has arrived
simply because constitutions grant equal rights on paper.
The very need for such laws—banning untouchability,

mandating reservations, protecting interfaith marriages—
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admits some problematic aspects of religious practices may
persist, often expressed as cultural pride rather than

eradicated.

In the present day, religion can, at times, functions less
as personal solace and more as group identity, and may be
used, in some contexts, to mobilize one group against
another: Hindus vs. Muslims in India, Sunni vs. Shia
elsewhere, evangelicals vs. progressives in the West—fueling
polarization where faith becomes a weapon for "us vs.

them".

This  pattern  invites continued  vigilance:
unquestioned following can allow ideas to become rigid
and hierarchical, requiring repeated cleansings by
reformers like Roy, Phule, and Ambedkar to peel back the
layers. Constitutions provide a floor, not a finish line;
progress may depend on asking why religion, at times,
continues to divide when humanity unites us all. As we
close this chapter on self-proclaimed supremacy, the
question lingers: will we allow legal equality to hide
ongoing inequities, or encourage religion to evolve beyond

group conflict into genuine wonder and humanity?
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Your turn to Question

From Big Bang echoes to caste chains, one thread
persists: questioning inherited certainties. Fear once
chained minds; reason offers keys. Where do you stand—
repeating old symbols, or forging humane truths’

Questions are often a better ending than any final answer.

If this book has done its job, it has not given you a
ready-made conclusion, but sharpened a habit: to pause,
think, and notice when you are obeying fear or habit
instead of understanding. Stories are tools we inherit - not
walls we must live inside. Instead of carrying forward
traditions, don’t we need to wait and examine those before

they are carried at all.

One question now sits under all the others: Who are
we! We are stardust shaped into cells, cells shaped into
bodies, bodies shaped into societies and stories. We are also
minds that can step back from those stories and ask

whether they still make sense. Are we only the labels we
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were born into—caste, religion, nation—or are we also the
strange animal that can examine those labels, keep a few,

and lay the rest down when they no longer help anyone?

From here flow the questions about God. Which God
should we believe in? The one our parents named, the one
our neighbors fear, the one our scriptures describe, or the
quiet sense of mystery we feel when we look at the night sky
or hold a child’s hand? If different cultures have imagined
different faces for the same unknown, does it make sense
to fight over the faces, or should we be more interested in
what these ideas do to us—do they make us kinder,
humbler, more curious, or more cruel, proud, and

closed? Which God is the ultimate creator of the universe?

Science takes us back to the Big Bang, to quantum
fields and expanding space, but it does not tell us what, if
anything, stands “behind” that. If our minds are small parts
of a very large story, can we admit that we do not know—
and perhaps never will—and still live fully, without forcing

the rest of the world to repeat our favorite answer!

This leads to a harder question: Is religion just
groupism! At its best, religion offers shared meaning,
comfort in grief, and a language for wonder. At its worst, it
becomes a team jersey—a way to decide who is “us” and who
is “them,” who deserves care and who can be ignored.
When we say “my religion,” are we talking about a path of
honesty, compassion, and self-examination, or mostly

about a flag that must never be questioned?! If a belief
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system cannot be examined without anger, what does that

say about how secure it really is?

Even those who call themselves believers may need to
sit with an uncomfortable thought: are believers really
believers? Do we act as if an all-seeing presence values truth
and kindness more than ritual and noise, or do we behave
as if God is a local official who can be bribed with flowers,

fasts, and donations while we carry on as usual?

[f we say we believe in a just and loving power, but our
daily choices are driven by status, fear, and convenience,
what does that reveal? Perhaps the more honest divide is
not between believers and non-believers, but between those
who are willing to align their actions with their deepest
values and those who use any label—religious or atheistic—

to avoid that work.

One question may be more urgent than all our
arguments about God: what should we really
protect! Different people worship different deities, follow
different books, or reject religion altogether, but one thing
quietly ties every life together—air, water, soil, and the thin,
fragile web of living things we call nature. Whether we
believe in Vishnu, Allah, Christ, no god, or many gods, not
one of us can live without a stable climate, clean rivers,

fertile land, and other species doing their quiet work.

Unlike promises of reward in some distant heaven, the
benefits of caring for nature are tangible and immediate.

A protected forest holds rain, cools the air, and shelters
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countless forms of life; a healthy river gives drinking water,

food, and livelihoods; cleaner air lowers disease.

When a city plants trees, improves public transport, or
keeps its lakes alive, no one must wait until the afterlife to
see the result—children breathe easier, heat becomes more
bearable, and ordinary people spend less on illness and
crisis. If harming nature reliably brings floods, droughts,
and heatwaves in our own lifetimes, what better “law of

karma” do we need to take this seriously?

It is worth imagining, even for a moment, a world
where respect for nature is treated like a shared religion.
Not in the sense of building temples to trees, but in the
sense of giving forests, rivers, and the atmosphere the same
seriousness we now give to our personal gods and flags.
What would change if cutting an old tree felt as disturbing
as insulting someone’s deity, or if polluting a river felt as
shameful as defiling a shrine? Laws and technologies would
still matter, but daily choices—what we eat, how we travel,
what we waste—would begin to carry a moral weight that
goes beyond convenience. In such a society, “development”
that destroys the basics of life would look as absurd as a

religion that preaches love while rewarding cruelty.

Perhaps the deepest shift is this: nature asks for no
belief, only attention. Rain does not fall differently for one
religion or another; a warming ocean does not check our
caste before raising storms. If we can learn to see protecting
the living world as a central part of being a good human—

not a side issue after ritual, identity, or profit—then
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whatever god we do or do not believe in, our children will
inherit a more habitable home. And maybe that is one
place where rational thinking and reverence can finally
meet: in choosing, again and again, to act in ways that keep

this shared, astonishing planet alive.

These questions do not ask you to abandon faith,
tradition, or belonging. They ask you to bring your best
human gift—thinking—to everything you inherit. To notice
confirmation bias when your mind rushes to defend what
you already believe. To ask, each time a rule or story is
presented, “Is this reasonable! Is it humane?! Does it help
anyone beyond my own circle?” You do not have to become
a perfect rational machine; you only have to become a little

more honest with yourself than you were yesterday.

Questioning is not the opposite of belonging. It is how
belonging becomes mature. A tradition that cannot face
questions becomes fragile; a tradition that can face

questions may become wiser.

The universe did not give us certainty. It gave us
consciousness. Earth did not give us fixed identities. It gave
us life, memory, and the ability to learn. Society gave us
stories, but not all stories deserve obedience. Some deserve
gratitude, some deserve reform, and some deserve to be left
behind. The task before us is not to reject everything
inherited, nor to worship everything old, but to cultivate
the mind enough to know the difference. That cultivation

may be the most human form of freedom: to wonder
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without fear, to reason without arrogance, and to live in a

way that leaves the world more humane than we found it.

Perhaps this is what Dr. Ambedkar meant by the
cultivation of mind—not the accumulation of facts, but the
discipline of using thought to free ourselves and others
from inherited fear. Every time you use it with courage and
kindness, you honor both the universe that made you and
the people who must live with your choices. A mind that
never questions becomes like a storage room, not a living

space.

The rest of the journey is yours—and every step you

take quietly shapes the world others must live in.
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