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Indian Concept of time and Space

Ancient Indian ideas of physics, available to us through a variety of sources, are generally
not known in the physics world. Indian astronomer/physicists, starting with a position that
sought to unify space, time, matter, and consciousness, argued for relativity of space and
time, cyclic and recursively defined universes, and a non-anthropocentric view. The two
most astonishing numerical claims from the ancient Indians are: a cyclic system of
creation 1 of the universe with a period of 8.64 billion years, although there exist longer
cycles as well; and, speed of light to be 4,404 yojanas per nimes.a, which is almost
exactly 186,000 miles per second (Kak, 1998)!
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A critic would see the numbers as no more than idle coincidences. But within the Indian
tradition it is believed that reality, as a kind of a universal state function, transcends the
separate categories of space, time, matter, and observation. In this function, called
Brahman in the literature, inhere all categories including knowledge. The conditioned
mind can, by “tuning” in to Brahman, obtain knowledge, although it can only be expressed
in terms of the associations already experlenced by the mind. Within the Indian tradition,
scientific knowledge describes as much aspects of outer reality as the topography of the
mindscape.
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Two philosophical systems at the basis of Indian physics—and metaphysics— are Samkhya
and Vaisesika. Samkhya, which is an ancient system that goes back to the 3rd millennium BC,
posits 25 basic categories together with 3 constituent qualities, which evolve in different ways
to create the universe at the microcosmic as well as the macrocosmic levels.
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It also presupposes a “potential” (tanm atra) to be more basic than the material entity.
Vaisesika is a later system which is an atomic theory with the non-atomic ground of ether,
space, and time upon which rest four different classes of indestructible atoms which combine
in a variety of ways to constltute all matter it also conS|ders mind to be atomic.
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These systems presuppose genesis and evolution both at the cosmic and psychological
levels. They also accept cyclic and multiple universes, and centrality of observers.
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Vedic and Puranic Cosmology

We first look at Vedic cosmology. The Vedas are texts that represent the ancient
knowledge tradition of India. While their compilations go back to at least the third
millennium, some of their contents might be even older (Feuerstein et al, 1995).
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There are several statements in the Vedic texts about the universe being infinite,
while at the same time the finite distance to the sun is explicitly mentioned (Kak,
1998a-d). Aditi, the great mother of the gods, is a personification of the concept
of infinity. A famous mantra speaks of how taking infinity out of infinity leaves it
unchanged. This indicates that paradoxical properties of the notion of infinity
were known. -
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The Satapatha Brahman. a, a commentatorial prose text on the Veda, that most likely goes
back to the early centuries of the second millennium BC, provides an overview of some
broad aspects of Vedic cosmology. The sixth chapter of the book, entitled “Creation of the
Universe”, speaks of the creation of the earth later than that of other stars. Creation is seen
to proceed under the aegis of the Praj apati (reference either to a star or to abstract time)
with the emergence of Asva, Rasabha, Aja and Kurma before the emergence of the earth.
Visvan atha Vidy alank ara suggests that these are the sun (Asva), Gemini (Rasabha), Aja
(Capr(ijcorn) and Kurma (Cassiopeia). This identification is supported by etymological
considerations.
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Vedic osmology



The Rigveda 1.164.2 and Nirukta 4.4.27 define Asva as the sun. Rasabha which literally
means the twin asses are defined in Nighantu 1.15 as Asvinau which later usage suggests are
Castor and Pollux in Gemini. In Western astronomy the twin asses are to be found in the next
constellation of Cancer as Asellus Borealis and Asellus Australis. Aja (goat) is defined by
Nighantu 1.15 as a 3 sun and owing to the continuity that we see in the Vedic and later
European names for constellations (as in the case of the Great Bear) it is reasonable to
identify it as the constellation Capricorn (caper goat + cornu horn). Kurma is a synonym of
Kasyapa (tortoise) which is like Cassiopeia (from Greek Kassiopeia), and it is appropriate
because it is near the pole.
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The Vedic system of knowledge is based on a tripartite approach to the universe. Beyond the
three categories lies the transcendental “fourth”. Three kinds of motion are alluded to in the
Vedic books: these are the translational motion, sound, and light which are taken to be
“‘equivalent” to earth, air, and sky. The fourth motion is assigned to consciousness; and this is
considered to be infinite in speed.
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At least one of the founders of quantum theory was directly inspired by the Vedic system of
knowledge. Schrodinger (1961) claims that the Vedic slogan “All in One and One in All” was an
idea that led him to the creation of quantum mechanics (see also Moore, 1989). Even before
Schr’odinger, the idealist philosophical tradition in Europe had long been moulded by Vedic
ideas. It should also be noted that many parts of the Vedic literature are still not properly
understood although considerable progress has recently taken place in the study of Vedic
science.
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Conclusion

It appears that Indian understanding of physics was informed not only by
astronomy and terrestrial experiments but also by speculative thought and
by meditations on the nature of consciousness. Unfettered by either
geocentric or anthropocentric views, this understanding unified the physics
of the small with that of the large within a framework that included

metaphysics.
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This was a framework consisting of innumerable worlds (solar systems),
where time and space were continuous, matter was atomic, and
consciousness was atomic, yet derived from an all-pervasive unity. The
material atoms were defined first by their subtle form, called tanmatra,
which was visualized as a potential, from which emerged the gross
atoms. A central notion in this system was that all descriptions of reality
are circumscribed by paradox (Kak, 1986). The universe was seen as
dynamic, going through ceaseless change
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