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That we have not been erased from existence,
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many others are largely extinct. But ancient Indian 
culture, despite repeated massive attacks, both violent 
and intellectual, simply and stubbornly refuses to die. 
Perhaps, it’s testimony to the fact that Indian culture 



alliances for the book. They have been strong partners 
and among the best agencies I have worked with.

Mohan and Mehul, my managers, who handle almost 
everything with quiet efficiency, leaving me time to 
write. Mohan manages all my communication, speeches 
and media interactions, and Mehul manages the office 
and accounts.

And last, but certainly not the least, you, the reader. 
Thank you for all the support you have given to my fiction 
books. I am now inflicting my first non-fiction book upon 
you! I hope to receive your continued support and love.

xxii | Acknowledgements

INTRODUCTION TO IMMORTAL INDIA

Allama Iqbal had character flaws and made errors of 
judgement. Not least of which was his sectarian espousal 
of Pakistan, which played a role in poisoning communal 
relations in pre-independent India. But that does not take 
away from the fact that he was a sublime poet. And among 
his more brilliant lines were these:

Yunan-o-Misr-o-Roma sab mit gaye jahan se
Ab tak magar hai baki naam-o-nishan hamara, 
Kuchh baat hai ke hasti mit’ti nahin hamari 
Sadiyon raha hai dushman daur-e-zaman hamara

(Greek, Egyptians and Romans have all vanished 
from this world,
But we are still here,
There must be something special in us
That we have not been erased from existence,
For the whole world has been against us for centuries)

Iqbal was right. The ancient Greek, Egyptian and Roman 
cultures are museum pieces today, their knowledge and 
philosophies appropriated by a Judeo-Christian Western 
world. The ancient cultures of the Central, South and 
North Americans, Celts, Nordics, Mesopotamians and 
many others are largely extinct. But ancient Indian 
culture, despite repeated massive attacks, both violent 
and intellectual, simply and stubbornly refuses to die. 
Perhaps, it’s testimony to the fact that Indian culture 



was engineered at the outset with equal doses of wisdom 
and flexibility to navigate changing times and still retain 
its identity.

Indian culture today—our practices, rituals, heroes, 
stories, philosophies, food habits and world view—is still 
largely based on millennia-old concepts, coming down 
from Vedic times and the Dharmic principles of Hinduism, 
Buddhism and Jainism. It has been further enriched by 
the confluence of many influences over the last two 
millennia. Islam and Christianity may have come from the 
west, but they have been woven into the warp and weft 
of the culture of the Indian subcontinent very intricately. 
Through our history, we provided refuge to the oppressed 
from around the world; and therefore it is no surprise 
that Zoroastrianism and Judaism, among others, found a 
secure home here. We have rarely been nihilistic; we have 
almost always been accretive. Look at Sikhism, based as 
it is on our ancient Dharmic philosophies, infused with 
new reforms.

In this book, through my articles and speeches, I have 
tried to answer Iqbal’s question. What is it that makes 
India special? What is it about our ancient culture that 
still animates how we live today? What can we learn from 
our ancestors? And equally importantly, in what way can 
we be critical of our ancestors?

Through all these questions and answers, I try to 
explain modern issues facing India, the way I see it. For 
we are a relatively young country at seventy years. But 
our nation has the soul of an age-old civilisation.
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For most of human history, when our ancestors 
conducted the show, India was among the most powerful, 
wealthy, liberal and innovative lands on earth. We have 
had a few bad centuries. It happens. Many corruptions also 
seeped in, like the heinous caste system. It’s time for us to 
learn from our ancestors, put our shoulder to the wheel, 
reform what needs reforming, build what needs building 
and make this country worthy of its history once again.

Having said all this, while I am conscious of the long 
road that we still have to travel as a country, and the 
need to question many things in India today, it does not 
take away from the fact that I am extremely proud to 
be Indian. There is no other place in the world I’d rather 
live. There’s no other place in the world where I would 
like to die. And even in my next life, I’d like to be born 
right here once again.

Jai Hind. Glory to Mother India.
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LORD SHIVA: THE GOD OF CONTRADICTIONS

Lord Shiva was described by one of my younger readers 
as the Dude of the Gods. One may wonder, what makes 
Him so popular with the modern man and woman? He 
is, after all, an ascetic in a tiger skin skirt, who smears 
himself with ash, drinks bhang with His ghoulish friends 
in His free time, and dances in cremation ghats. Does this 
sound like a ‘cool’ God? It appears contradictory, right? But 
being contradictory is His way. And therein lies the secret 
behind the immense devotion He generates.

Allow me to digress a bit and bring to your notice 
a long dead English author, Charles Dickens; actually, 
a line from his book, A Tale of Two Cities: It was the 
best of times, it was the worst of times. It might well 
have been written to succinctly describe our present 
world. We live in times of complex contradictions, 
which furthermore, are wrapped within conundrums! 
In some sense, once again, it can be said that these are 
the best as well as the worst of times. Women have far  
greater rights today than they have had in, well, millennia, 
and yet crimes against women are unabated. Religious 
liberalism is being forcefully championed in a world that 
is connected as never before; technology and curiosity has 
resulted in a healthy dialogue between different faiths  
and yet, religious fundamentalism is tearing the world 
apart. 

Perhaps for the first time in human history, the poor 
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