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Course Syllabus 

Indian Philosophy & Culture 

Unit-3 

UNIT-3 

Culture, Origin, Meaning, Definition and Types. Indian religious scriptures - 

General introduction to Vedas, Upanishads, Manu - Smriti, Mahabharata, 

Ramayana, Geeta. 

 

 

Culture: Origin, Meaning, Definition, and Types 

Culture is one of the most profound and significant aspects of human existence, encompassing 

the shared beliefs, values, customs, practices, social behaviors, language, and other intellectual 

achievements of a society or group. It shapes individuals' worldviews, identity, and their 

interactions within society. Let’s explore the origin, meaning, definition, and types of culture in 

greater detail. 

 

Origin of Culture 

The origin of culture is intertwined with the evolution of human beings. As humans developed 

and became more advanced, they began to organize their lives into social systems. Culture 

emerged as a way of solving common challenges, ensuring survival, and facilitating cooperation. 

The development of culture can be traced back to: 

1. Primitive Societies: Early humans, in their hunter-gatherer days, developed culture in the 

form of tools, language, rituals, and social structures to cope with their environment. 

Over time, they formed tribes and communities, sharing ideas, knowledge, and practices 

that ensured survival and coherence. 

2. Agricultural Revolution: With the advent of agriculture (around 10,000 years ago), 

human societies began to settle in one place, leading to the creation of more complex 

social, religious, and cultural structures. 
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3. Civilization and Urbanization: As civilizations formed, culture expanded to include art, 

literature, laws, governance, and advanced technologies, becoming more diverse and 

intricate. 

4. Globalization and Interaction: In the modern era, culture has continuously evolved 

through globalization, trade, migration, and technological advancements. Different 

cultural practices have blended, leading to the diversity seen in contemporary societies. 

 

Meaning of Culture 

The term culture refers to the shared patterns of behavior and beliefs that are learned and 

passed down from one generation to another. It encompasses the ideas, customs, social behavior, 

and material achievements that define the way people live and interact with the world. 

In broader terms, culture can refer to both: 

 Material culture: The physical objects or artifacts created and used by a society, such as 

buildings, tools, art, and clothing. 

 Non-material culture: The intangible aspects of culture, such as beliefs, values, 

customs, and language. 

 

Definition of Culture 

Culture is defined in multiple ways, but the most widely accepted definitions include: 

1. Edward B. Tylor (1871): Culture is "that complex whole which includes knowledge, 

belief, art, morals, law, custom, and any other capabilities and habits acquired by man as 

a member of society." 

2. Geert Hofstede: Culture is "the collective programming of the mind which distinguishes 

the members of one group or category of people from another." 

3. Ralph Linton: Culture is "the configuration of learned behaviors and results of behavior 

whose component elements are shared and transmitted by the members of a particular 

society." 

These definitions emphasize that culture involves both tangible and intangible elements and is 

learned and shared within groups. 

 

Types of Culture 

Culture can be categorized into several types based on various aspects like its function, diversity, 

and scope. Here are the main types of culture: 
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1. Material Culture 

Material culture refers to the physical objects and artifacts created by people in a society. These 

objects have significance and provide insight into the cultural practices, values, and lifestyle of a 

particular group. Examples include: 

 Tools and technology 

 Clothing and fashion 

 Architecture and monuments 

 Art and artifacts 

2. Non-material Culture 

Non-material culture represents the intangible aspects of culture that include ideas, beliefs, 

values, norms, and customs. It focuses on the mental and symbolic aspects that guide social 

behavior. Examples include: 

 Language and communication 

 Religion and spirituality 

 Social norms and values 

 Customs and traditions 

3. High Culture 

High culture refers to the cultural products and practices that are associated with the elite or 

educated classes within a society. It is often considered more refined, intellectual, or artistic. 

Examples include: 

 Classical music, opera, and ballet 

 Fine arts like painting, sculpture, and literature 

 High literature, theater, and philosophy 

4. Popular Culture (Pop Culture) 

Popular culture encompasses the mainstream cultural practices, beliefs, and activities that are 

widely accepted and enjoyed by the general public. It is often associated with entertainment, 

trends, and mass media. Examples include: 

 Music genres like pop, rock, and hip-hop 

 Movies, TV shows, and social media trends 

 Fashion and celebrity culture 

 Sports and recreational activities 

5. Subculture 
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Subcultures refer to smaller groups within a larger culture that share distinct values, beliefs, or 

practices. These groups often emerge as a way of expressing unique identities or opposing 

dominant cultural norms. Examples include: 

 Youth subcultures like goth, punk, and hip-hop 

 Religious or spiritual groups (e.g., Amish, Hindus, etc.) 

 Professional subcultures (e.g., doctors, artists, etc.) 

6. Counterculture 

Counterculture refers to a movement or group that actively rejects and opposes the prevailing 

cultural norms and values. It aims to create an alternative cultural environment, often in protest 

against societal changes or injustices. Examples include: 

 The hippie movement of the 1960s 

 Punk rock movements 

 Civil rights or feminist movements 

7. Virtual Culture 

Virtual culture arises from the interaction and communication between individuals in the digital 

world, especially through the internet and social media. It includes virtual communities, online 

behaviors, and digital practices. Examples include: 

 Online gaming communities 

 Social media platforms like Twitter, Instagram, and TikTok 

 Digital art and memes 

8. Corporate Culture 

Corporate culture refers to the shared values, beliefs, and practices that shape the environment of 

an organization or company. It influences how employees interact, make decisions, and work 

together. Examples include: 

 Work ethics and professional behavior 

 Organizational hierarchy and communication 

 Company traditions and corporate social responsibility (CSR) 

 

Conclusion 

Culture is a dynamic and multifaceted aspect of human society that encompasses both tangible 

(material culture) and intangible (non-material culture) elements. It plays a critical role in 

shaping identities, worldviews, and social structures. The various types of culture—such as high 

culture, popular culture, subculture, and counterculture—highlight the diversity of cultural 
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practices and the ways in which societies express their collective identities. Understanding 

culture is essential for appreciating the complexities of human behavior and fostering respect and 

understanding in an increasingly globalized world. 

 

Indian Religious Scriptures: General Introduction to the Vedas 

The Vedas are the oldest and most authoritative scriptures of Indian religion and form the 

foundation of Hindu philosophy, rituals, and ethics. They are the sacred texts of Sanatana 

Dharma (the eternal religion), commonly known as Hinduism, and have influenced the spiritual 

and intellectual traditions of the Indian subcontinent for thousands of years. The word Veda is 

derived from the Sanskrit word Vid, meaning "to know" or "knowledge." Hence, the Vedas are 

considered the "knowledge" or "wisdom" that has been revealed to ancient sages and seers. 

 

Origin of the Vedas 

The Vedas are believed to have been revealed (or śruti, meaning "heard") by ancient sages, also 

called rishis, through deep meditation and spiritual insight. According to Hindu tradition, the 

Vedas are divine knowledge that exists eternally and were communicated to the rishis directly 

from the divine consciousness or the ultimate reality (Brahman). 

It is said that the Vedas were orally transmitted for centuries before being written down. The 

texts were passed on through an elaborate system of memorization and recitation, with great 

emphasis on preserving the exact pronunciation and intonation of each syllable. 

 

Four Vedas 

The Vedas are divided into four main texts, each with its own focus and significance: 

1. Rigveda 
o The Rigveda is the oldest and most important Veda. It consists of hymns 

(suktas) dedicated to various deities, primarily focusing on natural forces like the 

sun, fire, wind, and earth, as well as abstract concepts such as the cosmic order 

(Rta). 

o It contains 1,028 hymns and is mainly concerned with praises and invocations to 

deities for blessings and protection. 

o The hymns are written in Sanskrit, and their meter is one of the most intricate in 

Vedic literature. 

2. Yajurveda 
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o The Yajurveda focuses on rituals and sacrificial rites. It is a guide for priests 

performing yajnas (sacrificial ceremonies) to ensure the correct procedures and 

chants are followed. 

o It consists of two branches:  

 Shukla (White) Yajurveda: Contains clear and concise instructions for 

rituals. 

 Krishna (Black) Yajurveda: Contains a mix of mantras and explanations 

of the rituals. 

o The Yajurveda's main goal is to mediate the physical and spiritual worlds 

through elaborate rites and offerings to the gods. 

3. Samaveda 
o The Samaveda is primarily musical and deals with the melodies and chants used 

in rituals, especially during the yajnas. 

o It is considered the "Veda of Chants" and consists mostly of hymns from the 

Rigveda, arranged in a way that can be sung during religious rituals. 

o The Samaveda emphasizes intonation and musicality, signifying that the divine 

can be accessed not just through words, but through the proper sound vibrations. 

4. Atharvaveda 
o The Atharvaveda is a collection of spells, incantations, and prayers aimed at 

protecting individuals and communities from physical, spiritual, and supernatural 

harm. 

o It contains hymns related to healing, magic, and philosophical speculation, as 

well as prayers for prosperity, peace, and wisdom. 

o The Atharvaveda is often considered more practical and everyday-focused than 

the other three Vedas, dealing with both material and spiritual well-being. 

 

Parts of the Vedas 

Each of the Vedas is divided into four main sections, each serving a different purpose: 

1. Samhitas:  

o The Samhitas are collections of hymns and mantras that form the core of each 

Veda. They contain the prayers, praises, and invocations that are recited during 

rituals. 

2. Brahmanas:  

o The Brahmanas are ritualistic texts that explain the procedures and significance 

of the sacrifices and rituals mentioned in the Samhitas. They also provide detailed 

instructions for performing sacrifices, and serve as guides to the priests. 

3. Aranyakas:  

o The Aranyakas are mystical and philosophical texts that explore the inner 

meaning of the rituals. They are often associated with the meditation and 

spiritual practices of hermits or ascetics who meditated in the forest (Aranya). 

4. Upanishads:  
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o The Upanishads represent the philosophical and mystical teachings found within 

the Vedas. They explore the nature of the self (Atman), the ultimate reality 

(Brahman), and the relationship between them. The Upanishads are concerned 

with knowledge and spiritual enlightenment and form the basis for much of 

Hindu philosophy. 

 

Significance of the Vedas 

The Vedas hold an immense significance in Hinduism and Indian culture: 

1. Spiritual and Religious Authority:  

o The Vedas are considered the highest authority in Hinduism, and all religious 

practices and beliefs are rooted in the Vedic tradition. They serve as the ultimate 

source of divine knowledge and spiritual guidance. 

2. Philosophical Foundation:  

o The Upanishads, which are part of the Vedic texts, lay the foundation for 

Vedanta philosophy and discuss key concepts like Brahman (the ultimate 

reality), Atman (the self), and the nature of existence. 

3. Rituals and Ceremonies:  

o The Vedas provide the core framework for performing Vedic rituals, such as 

yajnas (sacrificial fires), pujas (worship), and prayers, which are central to 

Hindu religious practice. 

4. Preservation of Cultural Heritage:  

o The Vedas preserve ancient Indian cultural and intellectual traditions, covering 

areas such as linguistics, mathematics, astronomy, medicine, and ethics. They 

also provide insight into early social structures, values, and cosmological views. 

 

Conclusion 

The Vedas are the bedrock of Hindu thought and practice, representing an ancient and enduring 

spiritual tradition that continues to shape the religious and philosophical landscape of India and 

beyond. Through their hymns, rituals, and philosophical teachings, the Vedas provide profound 

insights into the nature of existence, the divine, and the path to spiritual liberation. The wisdom 

contained in the Vedas transcends time and remains a cornerstone of Indian spiritual heritage. 

 

Indian Religious Scriptures: General Introduction to the Upanishads and Manu 

Smriti 

Indian religious and philosophical literature is vast, with a rich tradition of scriptures that provide 

guidance on various aspects of life, ethics, spirituality, and society. Two important texts in this 
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tradition are the Upanishads and the Manu Smriti. Both texts have had a profound influence on 

the development of Hindu thought and society. Here, we will explore each of these texts in 

detail. 

 

The Upanishads: General Introduction 

Meaning and Significance 

The Upanishads are a collection of ancient Indian texts that form the philosophical conclusion 

or end part of the Vedic scriptures, and are often referred to as Vedanta, which literally means 

"the end of the Vedas." The word Upanishad is derived from the Sanskrit words upa (near), ni 

(down), and shad (to sit), which suggests the idea of sitting near a teacher to gain knowledge. 

The Upanishads are therefore considered the highest form of Vedic literature, as they deal with 

the ultimate questions of existence, the nature of reality, and the soul. 

The Upanishads are primarily concerned with philosophical exploration and spiritual 

enlightenment, exploring concepts such as the nature of the self (Atman), the ultimate reality 

(Brahman), and their relationship. They contain deep insights into the nature of the universe, the 

process of creation, and the goal of human life, which is to realize the oneness between Atman 

and Brahman, leading to moksha (liberation from the cycle of birth and death). 

Structure and Content 

The Upanishads are primarily dialogues between a teacher (Guru) and a student (Shishya) or 

philosophical treatises discussing profound spiritual truths. They contain: 

1. Metaphysical teachings: The nature of Brahman (the ultimate reality) and Atman (the 

individual soul). 

2. Philosophical discourse: Concepts like karma, rebirth, yoga, and meditation. 

3. Theories of creation: Exploring how the universe and all beings originated from 

Brahman. 

There are over 200 Upanishads, but the most important ones, often called the "Principal 

Upanishads", include: 

 Isha Upanishad 

 Kena Upanishad 

 Katha Upanishad 

 Prasna Upanishad 

 Mundaka Upanishad 

 Mandukya Upanishad 

 Taittiriya Upanishad 

 Chandogya Upanishad 

 Brihadaranyaka Upanishad 



9 
 

These texts often use metaphors, parables, and dialogical approaches to convey their 

teachings. 

Key Teachings 

 Brahman is the ultimate reality, formless, infinite, and omnipresent. 

 Atman is the individual soul, which is ultimately one with Brahman. 

 Moksha is the realization of the oneness between Atman and Brahman, and liberation 

from the cycle of birth and death. 

 Meditation and self-inquiry are key practices for realizing this truth. 

The Upanishads provide the philosophical foundation for Vedanta, a major school of Hindu 

philosophy, and have influenced other Indian philosophies and spiritual traditions, such as 

Buddhism, Jainism, and Yoga. 

 

Manu Smriti: General Introduction 

Meaning and Significance 

The Manu Smriti, also known as the Laws of Manu, is one of the earliest and most significant 

texts in Hindu law and ethics. It is attributed to Manu, a legendary figure who is considered the 

progenitor of humanity in Hindu mythology. The text is believed to have been composed around 

200 BCE to 200 CE, though its ideas likely evolved over centuries. The Manu Smriti is a 

dharmashastra—a work that defines Dharma (righteousness, law, or moral order)—and 

provides guidelines for individual conduct, social behavior, and cosmic order. 

The text covers various aspects of life, including law, rituals, morality, social duties, and the 

organization of society. It has had a significant impact on the development of Hindu social 

systems, particularly the Varna (caste) system and gender roles. 

Structure and Content 

The Manu Smriti is divided into 12 chapters (Adhyayas), containing around 2,700 verses. 

These verses provide moral and ethical rules that govern personal and societal conduct. The 

text is structured into several sections: 

1. Creation and Cosmic Order: The initial chapters discuss the origin of the universe, the 

creation of mankind, and the laws that maintain cosmic order. 

2. Duties of Individuals: The Smriti outlines the duties of individuals, especially those 

belonging to the Brahmin, Kshatriya, Vaishya, and Shudra castes, and also includes 

guidelines for students, householders, hermits, and renunciates. 

3. Social Laws and Duties: It defines social structures and relationships, including the 

duties of women, the rules for marriage, and the system of Varna (caste). 
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4. Rituals and Sacrifices: The Smriti describes the rituals, sacrifices, and duties that 

individuals must perform to maintain both personal and social harmony. 

5. Penalties for Violations: It includes a section on punishment and penalties for those who 

transgress the established social and ethical laws. 

Key Teachings 

 The Varna System: It outlines the roles and duties of individuals according to their caste, 

which later became a formalized social system. 

 Dharma: The importance of living a righteous life in harmony with cosmic laws and 

social order. 

 Rituals and Duties: Emphasis on performing the prescribed religious duties and rituals 

to maintain spiritual and social order. 

 Social Order and Justice: The Manu Smriti sets the framework for the proper 

functioning of society, focusing on family, marriage, inheritance, and justice. 

The Manu Smriti has been both revered and criticized throughout history. It was foundational in 

shaping the social and moral codes in Hindu society, but it has also been critiqued for its rigid 

views on caste and gender roles, especially its prescribed subordination of women and the 

justification of the caste hierarchy. 

 

Conclusion 

 The Upanishads form the philosophical heart of the Vedas, offering profound insights 

into the nature of reality, the self, and the path to liberation. They focus on metaphysical 

inquiries and spiritual practices, making them central to the Vedantic and Hindu 

worldview. 

 The Manu Smriti, on the other hand, is an ancient text that deals with the ethical, social, 

and legal conduct of individuals in society. It outlines the moral codes and duties based 

on caste, family, and societal roles, and serves as a guide to living in accordance with 

Dharma. 

Together, these texts provide a rich and diverse understanding of Hinduism, with the Upanishads 

offering spiritual wisdom and the Manu Smriti outlining the moral and societal structure that 

governs individual and collective life. 

 

Indian Religious Scriptures: General Introduction to the Mahabharata, 

Ramayana, and Bhagavad Gita 

The Mahabharata, the Ramayana, and the Bhagavad Gita are among the most revered and 

influential texts in Indian religious and cultural history. These scriptures, part of the epic 

tradition of India, serve not only as key works of literature but also as essential sources of 
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spiritual wisdom, moral teachings, and ethical guidance. Together, they have shaped the 

philosophy, values, and practices of Hinduism and continue to inspire millions worldwide. 

 

Mahabharata: General Introduction 

Overview 

The Mahabharata is one of the longest epics in the world, with over 100,000 verses spread 

across 18 books (Parvas), and it is traditionally attributed to the sage Vyasa. It is an epic 

narrative of the Kurukshetra War, a conflict between two groups of cousins—the Pandavas and 

the Kauravas—and the larger context of their struggle for power, righteousness, and justice. 

Beyond the story of the war, the Mahabharata includes a wide array of philosophical discourses, 

legends, myths, and moral teachings. It explores themes such as dharma (righteousness), 

karma (action and consequences), and the nature of human existence. 

Key Themes and Teachings 

 Dharma: One of the central themes of the Mahabharata is the struggle to define and live 

according to dharma. The epic explores various dilemmas faced by individuals who 

must choose between competing duties and moral codes. 

 Karma: The consequences of actions, both good and bad, are a central concept. The text 

emphasizes that every action has consequences, and it is vital to act in accordance with 

moral and righteous principles. 

 Family and Duty: The Mahabharata also addresses the complexities of family dynamics, 

loyalty, and the responsibilities individuals have to their family, friends, and society. 

 Philosophical Dialogues: The Bhagavad Gita, a key section of the Mahabharata, offers 

profound philosophical teachings about life, duty, and spirituality. 

Significance 

 The Mahabharata's narrative, characters, and moral lessons have influenced Indian 

society and culture profoundly. The text provides examples of heroism, sacrifice, loyalty, 

and betrayal, as well as challenges the reader to think about the nature of justice, power, 

and ethics in complex human situations. 

 

Ramayana: General Introduction 

Overview 

The Ramayana is one of the two great Indian epics, traditionally attributed to the sage Valmiki. 

It consists of about 24,000 verses and is divided into seven books (Kandas). The Ramayana 
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narrates the story of Rama, the prince of Ayodhya, who embarks on an epic journey to rescue 

his wife Sita from the demon king Ravana. The text explores the themes of duty, 

righteousness, devotion, and morality through its characters and their actions. 

Key Themes and Teachings 

 Rama as an Ideal Man: Rama is depicted as the ideal son, husband, and king. His 

adherence to dharma—even at great personal cost—serves as a model for virtuous 

living. 

 Sita’s Purity: Sita, the wife of Rama, is an embodiment of sacrifice, devotion, and 

purity. Her journey in the Ramayana also highlights themes of fidelity and endurance in 

the face of adversity. 

 Dharma: Like the Mahabharata, the Ramayana emphasizes the importance of fulfilling 

one’s duties and responsibilities, especially in the face of hardship. 

 Good vs. Evil: The conflict between Rama and Ravana is a representation of the eternal 

struggle between good (dharma) and evil (adharma). The victory of Rama symbolizes the 

triumph of righteousness. 

Significance 

 The Ramayana has had a profound influence on the culture, values, and religion of India 

and Southeast Asia. The text teaches the importance of virtue, sacrifice, and duty while 

illustrating the power of good over evil. It is also deeply ingrained in the spiritual and 

religious practices of Hinduism, and its characters are revered as models of devotion and 

righteousness. 

 

Bhagavad Gita: General Introduction 

Overview 

The Bhagavad Gita, often referred to simply as the Gita, is a spiritual and philosophical 

dialogue that takes place on the battlefield of Kurukshetra during the Mahabharata war. The 

Gita is a conversation between Arjuna, the great warrior prince, and Lord Krishna, who serves 

as his charioteer and guide. In this conversation, Krishna imparts profound wisdom on topics 

such as dharma, yoga, karma, and the nature of the self. 

Although the Bhagavad Gita is part of the Mahabharata, it stands alone as a significant 

philosophical text, revered by millions as a guide to life, spirituality, and self-realization. 

Key Teachings and Themes 

 Dharma and Duty: The Gita stresses the importance of performing one’s duty 

(dharma) without attachment to the results. Krishna encourages Arjuna to fight in the 
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battle, as it is his duty as a warrior, while also teaching him to detach from the desire for 

victory. 

 Karma Yoga: The concept of Karma Yoga (the yoga of selfless action) is a central 

theme. Krishna teaches that one should perform their duties without attachment to the 

fruits of their actions. 

 Bhakti Yoga: Krishna emphasizes the path of devotion (Bhakti) as a means of attaining 

union with the Divine. Through devotion and surrender to God, one can transcend 

worldly attachments and achieve spiritual liberation. 

 Jnana Yoga: The yoga of knowledge (Jnana Yoga) is another important theme. Krishna 

explains that self-realization and wisdom lead to the understanding of one’s true nature 

and the ultimate reality. 

 The Nature of the Self: The Gita teaches that the Atman (soul) is eternal and 

indestructible. The body is temporary, but the soul transcends birth and death. 

Significance 

 The Bhagavad Gita is considered one of the most important texts in Hindu philosophy 

and has had a significant impact on both spiritual and intellectual traditions across the 

world. 

 It provides practical guidance on how to live a righteous life, perform one’s duties, and 

attain spiritual liberation. The Gita's teachings are universal, and they address the 

challenges of life, conflict, and the pursuit of inner peace and wisdom. 

 

Conclusion 

Together, the Mahabharata, the Ramayana, and the Bhagavad Gita form the core of Indian 

epics and scriptures. While each text focuses on different aspects of life, duty, and spirituality, 

they all share common themes of dharma, karma, and the struggle between good and evil. 

 The Mahabharata provides an intricate exploration of human nature, the complexities of 

moral decisions, and the importance of upholding righteousness. 

 The Ramayana serves as a timeless narrative of ideal virtues, with Rama as the 

embodiment of dharma and Sita representing devotion and purity. 

 The Bhagavad Gita offers philosophical insights on how to live life righteously, 

explaining paths to spiritual growth such as selfless action, devotion, and the pursuit of 

knowledge. 

These texts are not only central to Hinduism but have also influenced literature, culture, and 

philosophy worldwide, offering timeless wisdom for addressing the challenges of life, morality, 

and spiritual growth. 

 


