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Dysfunctional Meetings

Exploring ancient Sanskrit

satires on meeting conundrums

Warija Adigi*

Abstract :

Satire has been a common tool employed by poets throughout history to expose the realities of

royal courts. Poets like Kshemendra, Jagannatha Pandita, Nilakantha Dakshina, and others are

celebrated in Sanskrit literature for their sarcastic verses that serve as

mirrors to the outside

world and remain relevant even in contemporary times. This article illustrates lack of ethics in

meetings, making the meeting dysfunctional.

outlines the structure for communication through a discussion between Sulabha and
prescribing ethics in communication and meetings.

The 17th-century poet Jagannatha Pandita,
in his poetic work Bhaminivilasa, humorously
compared an unruly meeting with a meeting
of monkeys.

Yo GUTIT ] Hebe ! ARIRAEUT G
U BRIl giamiy faurfear

yuktam sabhayam khalu markatanam
sakhastarinam mrdulasanani
subhasitam cttkrtiratitheyt
dantairnakhagraisca vipatitani

"In the assembly of monkeys, the soft
branches of trees serve as comfortable seats,

It also examines a portion of Mahabharatam that

Janaka,

the monkeys' cries are considered valuable
advice, and they express genuine hospitality
by scratching each other with their fingernails
and teeth.”

This satirical verse hints at the possibility
that the clamour and chaos in contemporary
parliamentary sessions may not be a recent
phenomenon; similar disorderly meetings
might have existed in ancient times.

This leads us to contemplate two key
questions: Did our ancestors have any
established guidelines for addressing the
challenges of reaching consensus, or did “the
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might” simply dictate the course of action?
Can we draw valuable lessons from their
experiences to steer modern meetings toward
ethical discussions, rather than viewing them
as mere contests of victory and defeat?

Meeting Ethics

Since the time of the Vedas, knowledge
transmission has occurred through various
forms of debate and discourse. These are
known by names such as brahmodya, vada,
prasna, and Sastrartha, among many others.
However vada has evolved into a commonly
used term for discussions in the contemporary
world. The significance of vada in the Indian
knowledge system is underscored by the fact
that the Nyaya Darshana treatise defines vada
(discussions and discourses) in its very first
sutra.

AT CTaTT  HGE AT TeagTTe: SETTeRTH:
pramana-prameya-samsaya-prayojana-drstanta-
siddhantavayava-tarkanirnaya-vada- jalpa-
vitanda-hetvabhasacchalajatinigrahasthananam

tatvajiianannihsreyasadhigamah

Vada, jalpa, and vitanda are different forms
of debates/discourses and discussions.

When discussions aim to uncover truth
or facts, they are termed vada. Conversely,
discussions driven solely by the desire to win,
regardless of truth, are classified as jalpa.
Vitanda occurs when the debater engages
in argumentation for its own sake, without
seeking resolution.

The way debates and discourses were
structured in the “bhasyas” and “darshanas”
was to first reaffirm the issue being argued

(poorvapaksha), then point out the gaps in
them, and finally suggest a new proposition
(sidhantapaksha) to fill those gaps. The
structure of any debate (verbal or textual)
was in the form of vada. The exception to it
is a book by Mahakavi Sriharsa—Khandana-
khanda-khadyam. Here the poet provides the
poorvapaksha with different philosophies,
drills holes in them, but does not close them
with his suppositions. Notwithstanding the
fact that it 1s a textbook case of vitandavada,
the text is highly regarded for its thorough
understanding of the subject. This text is more
of an exception than a rule. Vitan d avada and
“jalpa” were frowned upon.

dialogues and deliberations
were not limited to philosophical discussions
or royal court proceedings. Poets also had a
role to play, and they challenged each other
through poetic discourses,
formal settings of "kavya-sammelans." Some
of Mahakavi Nilakantha Dikshita’s humorous
predicaments give us a glimpse of that world.

However,

sometimes 1n

Nilakantha Dikshita on destructive

behaviors

Mahakavi Sri1 Nilakantha Dikshita was
a poet of the early seventeenth century, an
adviser to the King Sri Tirumalai Nayaka of
Madurai, minister in the Pandya kingdom. In
the first sarga of his mahakavya Sivalilarnava
, he takes a dig at the argumentative “tarkikas”
( logicians) —

FErafETe aTivEd: e HTIETR—T: |
ST WOHAGTIA: el T ST 38 TaHiT: |1 0l

ghat t opavistaniva vagbhirarthaih §abdaga
majfianupasantvayamah |

utplutya bhallukavadapatantah katham nu
jayya iha gautamiyah || 71||
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“Even a grammarian (like a person
manning a tollgate) can be placated, either
through money/meanings, but who can win
the “Gutamiya” (logicians), who jump and
pounce upon you like a grizzly bear.”

May be the poet is alluding to Jalpa and
vitanda type of discourse prevalent then. These
types of behaviors are causes of dysfunctional
meetings even now. Another verse in the same
book explains one of the signs of destructive
people—people who reject a creative work
just because they did not compose it. They
therefore strive uselessly to uncover faults in
it.

T T QI GehRIde TEI Sy gSie |
AR, qredrsTy fopererae 999 9 e || &R
eko hi dosah parakiyataiva padyesu

sarvesvapi durjananam |

tasmin purasthe'pi kiyadyatante vrthaiva te
dosagavesanaya || 62|

“The only defect “durjanas” find in poems
is that they are written by others. Even while
facing the poet, they try hard, in futility, to
find defects in them. “

Another trait of destructive behavior in
people is that they steal others’ work without
giving them due credit.

Sifth Qe G T SEIe 933 HioareargH |
SIS S fof Srfcrorerat qeTe=q o weeTet A | ULl
svoktim musitva puratah pathantam svasyaiva

pasyan kavisahasankam |

prajio janah kim pratipadyatam tamahantu va
svodaramohatam va || 51||

“The poet asks what should he do in
a situation when some other individual

(durjana), confident like a legendary king
Sahasanka, presents the poet's verses as his
own and that too in the poet’s very presence.
He seeks counsel from the wise, whether to hit
this “durjana” or hit his own stomach.”

This reflects well with a frequent grievance
in the corporate realm or any other place with
multiple people working towards a common
goal-—someone else appropriates credit for
others work, especially during a meeting
presentation.

Regardless of what the motive is, there are
people who use foul language to overwhelm
others. The poet has following to say to such
people:

AT S AT fof forereit: piemfesq |
7 9q e AT 0 & @ qfarea: § 9 fadmd: || 3l

apiirya vaktram lasunairvidhata kim nimbasaraih
kudhiyamasificat |

na cet katham vaci tatah ksarantyam sa
putigandhah sa ca tiktabhavah || 43|

“Did Almighty create the speaker by filing
his mouth with garlic and nurturing him with
the bitter “neem” juice ? If not, how can one
explain the foul smell and the bitter “bhava”
coming out of his words.”

Similarly, in his other literary works
such as Santivilasah, Anyapade$asatakam,
Vairagyasatakam, Kalividambanam, and
Sabharafijanam, the poet quotes many such
examples to show dysfunctional behaviors of
debaters and poets. In this essay, only a few
sample verses are described so that interested
readers can look into the original work for
Inspiration.

We can now find out if there are prescriptive
guidelines to avoid such conundrums. For
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this, we can look into one of the “sargas” in
the epic Mahabharatam.

Sulabha & Janaka Samvada on
Communication Management

In Shanti Parva of Mahabharatam, there is a
dialogue between a rshika named Sulabha and
the King Janaka, which can be understood as
a prescriptive framework for communication
management. The detailed analysis of each
verse 1s beyond the scope of this essay.
However, the relevant verses in this chapter
are summarized in different categories. '

The features of a sentence

Communication uses sentences as its basis.
Sulabha lists out a set of features of a sentence
that one needs to pay attention to, which are
explained in the verses below.

et wrgEsRyl At ol auis:|
TSI ATRIHRAd a1l §R-3R4-0]

sauksmyam sankhyakramau cobhau nirnayah
saprayojanah.

pancaitanyarthajatani vakyamityucyate nrpa
(12-325-79)

A sentence is made from five features:
(subtlety), “sankhyam”
(enumeration), “krama” (order), “nirpayah”
(conclusion), and “prayojana” (utility).

“sauksmyam”

1. Subtlety - sauksmyam
T Y Ry T 917 et
AT faEaatarafitd addil $2-334-¢8

jiianam jfieyesu bhinnesu yada bhedena vartatel

tatratisayini buddhistatsauksmyamiti vartaten 12-325-81

“Subtlety is the ability to discern between
distinct objects of knowledge by understanding
the underlying differentiator minutely.”

As they say, a genius is defined as someone
who can find similarity between totally
dissimilar objects and dissimilarity between
identical objects.

2. Counting - san khya
2ISTOTT =1 T[0T = SHT0} e
hferae AT |1 AgTITHRIAH|I £ R-34-¢3
dosanam ca gunanam ca pramanam pravibhagatah!
kamcidarthamabhipretya sa sankhyetyupadharyatamil
12-325-82

“Enumerating its pros and cons in relation
to a a specific subject is called sankhya or a
count.” [ By listing the merits and demerits,
the subject becomes clearer. ]

3. Sequence/ Order — krama
3¢ qaHE TeTEhed Afgaterdd)
SHHATT AHATGE R STaRIToaT SHT: 1| §3-33%-¢ 3
idam piirvamidam pascadvaktavyam yadvivaksitamil
kramayogam tamapyahurvakyam vakyavido janahil
12-325-83

What intended feature must be said earlier
and which one later is called "krama,” or
a sequence or order. The wise call such a
disciplined sentence "kramayukta." [ While
explaining one’s point, it is important to
prioritize the order in which one picks up a
subject.]

4. Conclusion - nirnayah
YHRTHTIHIEY i forree:|
32 el eI T=ad | faf- ol || §3-3j4-¢¥

dharmakamarthamoksesu pratijiidya visesatahi

idam taditi vakyante procyate sa vinirnayahi 12-325-84

1. Some of the verses are in first person, as Sulabha explains how she would approach it. But for simplicity, we are putting the

translation in simple words.
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Declaring “this is this/ this is that” with
respect to Dharma (duty/righteousness),
Kama (desire), Artha (wealth) and Moksa
(liberation) after making a hypothesis (
pratijiaya) is called Nirnaya or a conclusion.
For any discussion, one makes a hypothesis
initially and declares such and such is so and
so, with respect to Dharma or Artha or Kama
or Moksa. This leads to a conclusion. [ Here,
the underlying meaning is that, one must to
be clear about which aspect related to these
four paths of our conduct the subject should
support. ]

5. Prayojana - Utility

Wﬁé:@: TN I ST

T AT 0 FRTeAeRISH R §2-334-CY

c

icchadvesabhavairduhkhaih prakarso yatra jayatel

tatra ya nrpate vrttistatprayojanamisyatell 12-325-85

Due to desires and jealousy, suffering
arises. The intent to mitigate these sufferings
is called "prayojana,” or purpose. Remember,
even in project management, one has to be
clear on the ROI (return on investment). [The
prayojana explains what is the ROI in a way.]

The pitfalls in communication

Only fixing the technicalities of sentences
won’t build a good communication principle.
There are other pitfalls in communication that
Sulabha lists as eighteen possible fallacies.

The pitfalls in communication could be due
to the structural flaws or flaws of intention.
There are nine possible structural flaws and
nine attributed to intent.

EEIRECIEEEHECISIE-Cell
HUTHITTIAEIEIOM - & 2-33%-¢ ||

navabhirnavabhiscaiva dosairvagbuddhidusanaihi
apetamupapannarthamastadasagunanvitamil
(12-325-78)

“There are nine plus nine defects, arising
out of the structure of the sentence and the
intent of the speaker respectively. Removing
these flaws will result in eighteen merits.”

The structural flaws
SuaremiirTe e T =]
130T 1 o Gl JeATH O qd:|| 3-34-¢L

upetarthamabhinnartham nyayavrttam na cadhikami
naslaksnam na ca samdigdham vaksyami paramam tatah
(12-325-87)

“A sentence shall have a clear meaning
without  any ambiguity(abhinnartham)
and shall be logical (nyayavrttam). A
sentence should neither be confusing ( na
samdigdham), nor verbose (nadhikam) nor
laconic (aslakspam).”

q‘]\-jlé .\'J i \D‘ Al ‘q‘al
TG 7 PEoT fog, ATREEhaq|| £R-334-¢¢

na gurvaksarasamyuktam paranmukhasukham na cal
nanrtam na trivargena viruddham napyasamskrtamiiii
12-325-88

“A sentence will not be harsh and also it
won’t be easily dismissable by the opponents.
It will not be false or opposed to the basic
values of human beings - dharma, artha and
kédma.”

T = TERTSE AT ORI 7
FRIHIHTU RISl & -334-¢%

na nytinam nastasabdam va vyutkramabhihitam na cal

sadosamabhikalpena niskaranamahetukami 12-325-89

22



January - March 2024

Asian Journal of PROFESSIONAL ETHICS & MANAGEMENT

“A sentence should be complete, and it
should not lack words or be disorderly or
have faulty words. Also a sentence should not
be a conglomeration of meaningless words
lacking in purpose.”

Flaws due to the attitude of the speaker?

After covering the structural flaws, Sulabha
lists out flaws arising out of intent.

SHTATCh ST e Ta Tl eI
@Wdl&g%l&lm T &I =]l §3-334-%0
kamatkrodhadbhayallobhaddainyaccanarthakattathal

hrito'nukrosato mananna vaksyami kathamcanai 12-325-90

“I will not speak with emotions such as
desire (kama), anger (krodha), fear (bhaya),
greed (lobha), self-pity (dainya), hopelessness
(anarthaka), shame (hrita), pity (anukrosata )
or pride (mana).”

The core of communication

When all the flaws are removed, how does
one make the communication effective is the
next line of thought that Sulabha provides.

BT T = TR & I&T e ok 91
o qafd faaemat aer ard: Tl £2-334-%¢

vakta §rota ca vakyam ca yada tvavikalam nrpal
sa mameti vivaksayam tada sorthah prakasaten 12-325-91
“Hey king, when the speaker, the listener and

the words are all aligned, it will resonate with
the meaning that the speaker wants to convey.”

[We have to be convinced ourselves before we
convey our thoughts to others in the form of
words. ]

kel q FaT ahT HARHIH-I|
wrefre gt et et 7 Uefdll 22-33u-]R

vaktavye tu yada vakta §rotaramavamanyatel

“A sentence will not mean anything, if they
are solely driven by the speaker’s self-interests
and it ignores the interest of the listeners.”

[Listeners need to be respected for the
communication to be effective.]

HY : ST T TTE A |
fereTgant ST ARt qafd avad)l £2-334-%3

atha yah svarthamutsrjya parartham praha manavahi

visanka jayate tasminvakyam tadapi dosavati 12-325-93

“However, if the sentences convey only
what the listeners want to hear, the sentences
won’t be trusted either."

T T SARATIES, T
QTS & ehT ol 1l £R-334-Y

yastu vakta dvayorarthamaviruddham prabhasatel
Srotuscaivatmanascaiva sa vakta netaro nrpa

“Hence, the narrator is a true speaker
(vakta), if the sentences align with the interests
of both the speaker and the listeners.”

The balance between self-interest and
interest of the listeners has to be achieved for
proper communication.

Conclusion

Established rules and protocols for
Vada and Samvada, governing debates and
discussions, have been evident since ancient
times, as evidenced by the extensive body
of ancient literature in both oral and written
forms. Maintaining decorum in meetings
and discussions is crucial for -civilized
communication and positive outcome. In the
modern era, it iS common to see instances
where individuals have taken liberties with
language, be it on social media or television

svarthamaha parartham tattada vakyam na rohatin 12-325-92 channels. One has to remember that language

2. The communication fallacy is due to the speaker’s attitude are clubbed as buddhidusanaih.
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is a gift to humans and should be used as a tool
for the development of the world.

become  effective  when
adhere to ethics their
communication and actions. When members
derail meetings through cacophony, they not
only impact the outcomes but also cause a
loss of precious person-hours. As a society,
we need to introspect to see how any meeting
of minds could be made more fruitful. As this
essay shows, our ancient texts can be a source
for us to study and get insights on how to
improve our behavior in social interactions.

Meetings

participants in

Today, the world has moved towards remote
participation, with meetings conducted over
electronic waves. Meetings are becoming
mechanical and recorded as well. So it is

imperative that people follow the meeting
decorum, and ethical communication,
avoiding the various structural and attitudinal
flaws to have productive meetings.
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N
MIND POWER
In every small outer turbulence,
When you respond peacefully and remain stable
You are increasing your inner resilience.
Y

L

h

Sacrifice is greater than love, Character
is greater than beauty, Humanity is
greater than wealth, But nothing is
sreater than keeping relations alive,
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