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Time to rethink how cultural roots can shape 
tomorrow’s leaders  

 
 

Do you think Olympics and Durga puja will have anything in common? Let’s find out. In 
this article, the author not only suggests so, he also introduces a new concept from old 

treasures for us to keep pace with this fast changing world 
 
I am not a fan of Chinese sports, government, or 
politics. However, the recent 2008 Beijing 
Olympics has forced millions like me to openly 
acknowledge China as a sporting superpower, 
and the only Asian country to be bestowed such 
an honor. In fact, the whole world is increasingly 
cognizant of China’s readiness to lead the next 
generation (NextGen) world. Numerous websites 
and reports indicate that two factors have been 
critical in catapulting China to global leadership 
status in sports. First, instead of resorting to 
shortcut methods of importing sports coaches 
and management consultants, the Chinese 
leadership has indigenously developed and 
implemented nationwide training programs best 
suited to groom their young and upcoming 
sportspersons. Second, and most importantly, 
their Olympians have been trained to develop 
deep self-esteem through enormous belief and 
pride in their own culture and system, evident 
from the Beijing Olympics opening ceremony 
where a perfect harmony between modernization 
and uniquely traditional Chinese customs was 
showcased across the world.  
 These approaches radically differ from 
those conventionally adopted by most countries 
that aspire to gain international recognition in 
sports. That is why an important new message 
emerges loud and clear for our NextGen youth 
and kids – cultural roots are inextricably linked 
with leadership of tomorrow. The stronger those 
links, the greater are the chances of acquiring  
 
 

 
leadership status in the future world.  Merely 
aping other cultures seriously undermines such 
chances at global supremacy. The reasons are 
obvious. Strong roots will increasingly enable a 
person to infuse unique ideas from one’s own 
culture into any desired discipline, while the 
absence of such roots will most likely result in 
lack of such uniqueness so essential for potential 
leaders. 
 However, even casual conversation 
suggests that not many among our own NextGen 
kids, or their parents, comprehend the 
importance of the relationships between culture 
and leadership. More so for the kids, perhaps, 
due to the enormous language barriers they face 
in understanding Indian cultural concepts. For 
example, most can neither follow appropriate 
texts nor our cultural events such as the Pujas, 
because they do not understand Sanskrit or other 
Indian languages. An even more important 
reason for a lack of interest in our culture is that 
the NextGen kids are growing up in a different 
country where, through inevitable assimilation 
some level of culture is lost. It is therefore 
appropriate to explain, in simple terms some 
basic concepts about one of the most important 
socio-cultural events of India, the festival of 
Durga Puja, in the larger context of our roots. 
Hopefully, many more of such explanations in 
future will influence at least a few minds among 
the NextGen to seek out more of our cultural 
treasures, especially so due to the impending 
urgent need for them to uniquely impact 
tomorrow’s world.  
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 Durga Puja is celebrated under different 
names all over India and outside. These names 
originate from region-specific interpretations of 
our scriptures. While it is called Durga Puja in 
Bengal, Bihar, Delhi, Madhya Pradesh, Manipur, 
Tripura and Uttar Pradesh, it is known as Navratri 
in Gujarat, Punjab and Maharashtra, Bommai 
Kolu in Andhra Pradesh, Kerala and Tamil Nadu, 
Kullu Dussehra in Himachal Pradesh and Kullu 
Valley, and Mysore Dussehra in many parts of 
Karnataka. In Bangladesh, formerly East Bengal, 
it used to be celebrated as Bhagabati Puja. 
Nepal and Bhutan also celebrate their own local 
variants. The common theme in all of these 
celebrations is ‘Puja’ meaning worship. 
Therefore, Durga Puja is the worship of Goddess 
Durga. For those who are familiar with the 
Bengali calendar, our scriptures stipulate the 
actual worship period to be in the month of 
Chaitra that roughly corresponds to the spring 
months of March or April in the Gregorian 
calendar. However, only a few, mostly in West 
Bengal, still celebrate Durga Puja as Baasanti 
Puja during those months.  
 The more popular form is celebrated for 
five days, from the 6th to the 10th day of the 
fortnight of the waxing moon (Shuklo pakkho) 
during the Bengali months of Ashwin, or 
sometimes Kartik. These five days are referred to 
as the Sashthi (6th), Maha Saptami (7th), 
Mahaashtami (8th), Maha Nabami (9th) and the 
Bijoya Dashami (10th). The two months, Ashwin 
and Kartik, roughly correspond to the fall months 
of September and October, a reason why the 
Durgotsav (Durga festival) is often referred to as 
Sharadiya (autumnal) derived from the word 
Shorot meaning the fall season. Invoking 
Goddess Durga at the wrong time (fall) of the 
year has resulted in yet another name for these 
Pujas in Bengal – the Akaal Bodhon (untimely 
beckoning).  
 Some more terminologies that 
frequently reverberate during the Pujas also need 
brief explanations. The Shuklo Pokkho fortnight 
of the Pujas is also called the Debi Pokkho 
(fortnight of the Goddess). This fortnight ends on 
the full moon night when Bengalis celebrate the 
Kojagori Lokkhi Puja (Worship of Goddess 
Lakshmi). The preceding lunar fortnight is called 
the Pitri Pokkho (fortnight of our Forefathers) 
when we remember our departed forefathers and 

ancestors to remind ourselves of the continuity of 
life. The last day of the Pitri Pokkho fortnight is 
called the Mahaalayaa, a day marked by Chandi 
Paath - singing of hymns from parts of our 
scriptures called the Devi Mahatmyam or Chandi 
to herald the beginning of Durga Puja. 
 The curious minds among the NextGen 
will naturally question the relevance and the 
scientific validity of these Puja concepts in the 
present world. They are not alone. Countless 
gifted minds have researched these and many 
other related questions in India for several 
centuries and millennia. Intense thought 
experiments, in the form of meditation, formed 
the main research tools - the same tools that 
Einstein used to derive his famous energy 
equation. The main question posed by these 
thinkers is the same question that modern 
scientists, environmentalists and leaders are 
asking today – what are those sustainable 
lifestyles that may ensure a happy balance of 
health, wealth, peace and prosperity for 
individuals, societies and humankind of all 
generations? The Pujas are a part of the answer.  
 These thinkers, commonly called sages, 
realized long ago that approaches based on 
pursuit of wealth and matter alone can never 
create sustainable living. Lifestyles needed to be 
based on an understanding of the subtle 
interactions among all life forms (praana), 
environment, and the entire universe 
(Brahmaando). In doing so, the sages unraveled 
the universal principles governing these 
interactions that create and sustain praana. 
These principles go far beyond the realms of 
modern science. For example, they realized that 
every human being exists through interactions of 
four faculties, the body (B), mind (M), intellect (I) 
and the soul (S). Actions of the body (Bangla: 
deho) are controlled by the mind (Bangla: mon). 
The mind, in turn, is controlled by the intellect 
(Bangla: buddhi / bibek) that discriminates 
between the right and the wrong of each action. 
This B-M-I interaction is evident in every human 
being in all his daily actions. No bodily action can 
ever be performed without the involvement of the 
mind as seen in a person who is deep asleep. 
Similarly, the mind can not direct the body unless 
it gets the go-ahead clearance from the intellect, 
a faculty largely determined by an individual’s 
value sets. At a still more subtle level, the 
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intellect is controlled by the soul (Bangla: 
aatmaan) thus forming a network of B-M-I-S 
interactions.  
 Furthermore, these sages deeply 
analyzed the effects of the environment on the B-
M-I-S interactions. For example, they elaborated 
sound forms that are beneficial to these 
interactions. Many of these sound forms evolved 
into what we hear today as the Puja chants 
(mantras). Similarly, the effects of weather, time 
and geographical locations on the B-M-I-S 
interactions were accurately worked out, leading 
to concepts of auspicious (shubho) vs 
inauspicious (ashubho). In any case, all such 
studies resulted in well-founded principles that 
detailed the intricate relationships between 
praana and the universe. However, the common 
man did not understand those principles, often 
ignorantly dismissing them as superstitious 
mumbo-jumbo of Hindu religion. Therefore, the 
principles were codified into simple sets of rules 
that could easily be understood, practiced and 
verified by everyone. Codification was done in 
Sanskrit due to the inherent power of the 
language in explaining the abstract concepts. 
These codified sets of rules and mantras define 
what are called the Pujas today. Various such 
sets have given rise to different Pujas such as 
the Durga Puja, Lokkhi Puja, Kali Puja and the 
Saraswati Puja that all share a common theme. 
They define easy-to-follow rules for those who 
wish to adopt sustainable lifestyles through 
management of B-M-I-S interactions. 
 The Pujas form only a small but 
important part of our scriptures. All Puja norms, 
as set in these scriptures, are scientifically valid. 
Each norm has been rigorously tested since time 
immemorial, in much the same way as Einstein’s 
results have been tested by so many 
independent scientific groups. For centuries, the 
Puja rules and the mantras have been subjected 
to strict quality control through actual 
experiments and critical vetting by realized sages 

and the general public. In fact, it is this scientific 
basis that has allowed the norms of our 
scriptures to withstand the test of time spanning 
perhaps millions of years. An outstanding 
example of such a time-tested norm is the  
system that is currently so popular. This system, 
credited to sage Patanjali, consists of postures 
and breathing patterns collectively known as 
Yoga-asanas that ensure balanced physical and 
mental conditioning in individuals. All of the 
asanas are explicitly detailed in our scriptures, 
and are derived from the B-M-I-S principles 
discussed earlier. In fact, many of these asanas 
are routinely practiced while actually performing 
the Pujas.  
 Besides India, many other Asian 
civilizations have also explored the intricate 
relationships between praana and the forces of 
nature. The Chinese equivalent of praana is Chi 
while the Japanese and the Korean equivalents 
are the Ki. Great emphasis is laid on maintaining 
positive flow of Chi both in the personal and the 
social practices of these countries. This 
emphasis is maintained in most sports discipline 
as well, including the training of sportspersons. 
But such training starts very early in life. 
Concepts of Chi, its importance in developing the 
body and the mind, are routinely taught to kids 
starting from their kindergarten stage in China. 
And that too in their own language! If they can do 
it, so can our kids - and that too in a unique way 
without the need to ape others. Some level of 
proficiency in Sanskrit may be required of the 
kids. But that should not be too difficult to attain 
with the help of the Sanskrit experts in our 
community. Given the increasing global 
awareness about cultural diversity, its critical role 
in sustainability and future leadership, there is 
now an imperative to train our NextGen in 
learning our roots, in understanding praana and 
its deep relationships with the universe. 
 
Sugoto Chakravarty

 
 
 
Sugoto Chakravarty, a Ph.D. in Physics, uses multidisciplinary approaches to unravel the 
molecular intricacies of enzymes and viruses. In his spare time he loves to follow his 
deeper interests in writing, sports and community service.  
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Advantages of knowing one’s root, language 
and culture in this era of world citizenship 

 
As a generation of culturally active American Indians is approaching retirement and 

grappling with ways to pass on its rich cultural heritage to the next generation, let us find 
out what some of our contributors have to say about it. 

We start with comments from Amrita Dutta  
 
 
While going global, and, east meets west is 
not a bad idea, in the long run when one 
takes a step back, to look at things from a 
third person perspective, the idea of world 
citizenship lands, most, if not all globe 
trotters and citizens of the world, if you will, in 
a grey area, namely identity crisis. While you, 
as citizens of the world are able to make 
intelligent wisecracks on the open french 
food market and seem to have developed a 
taste for wasabi and raw fish, how 
comfortable are you in your own skin, or how 
much do you know about the land of your 
forefathers? In essence who are you and 
what makes you different from any other 
person reading this article? 
 
To know who you are and where you come 
from is imperative, and more so in today’s 
era. 

And while I am not a great believer in 
building a microcosmic community feeling, I 
nevertheless take pride in the fact that I am 
first an Indian, and then a cosmopolitan 
Bengali. 
 
As I see the sun go down on the banks of 
Mississippi, I close my eyes, to smell the 
water, transcending myself to the banks of 
Haridwar, with its chiming bells and thousand 
lights. That is who I am. So many such things 
give me a sense of belonging, keep me 
rooted, keep me cocooned, keep me going, 
so  no matter where I am or who with, I know 
I have a long line of ancestors and an 
unparalleled history in terms of culture, 
traditions, religion and faith over looking me. 
That to me is all the advantage I see. 
 
Amrita Dutta

 
 
 
Amrita Datta, Ph.D. Candidate, Tulane University, New Orleans, LA, Dated: 26th august’08
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