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My Way Or The Highway

Abstract :

How a person decides is largely influenced by personal judgment, shaped by the environment and
culture they are exposed to, past experiences, future outlook, and the current context. However,
there are occasions when one disregards other competing perspectives and sticks to ones own.
This can be understood using the concept of a "blind spot” in driving. The rear-view mirrors in
four-wheelers often miss an area on the side known as the "blind spot." If a driver does not look
directly at the sides while changing lanes, they may miss an incoming vehicle, potentially resulting
in an accident. Similarly, in life, innate blind spots can lead to poor judgment and decision-making.
Blind spots make people adamant and unwilling to hear the opinions of others. Most disagreements
can be resolved quickly if people are aware of their own blind spots and try to address them. This
essay draws upon the ancient wisdom of Sanskrit literature to explore how perspectives influence

decisions. It also shares suggestions from our sages on how to clear your mental blind spots for a
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clearer view.

Introduction

"My Way or The Highway" could stem
from some people's belief that they are always
right and their unwillingness to accept any
alternatives. People have differing perspectives
when looking at the same things. This
phenomenon is metaphysically explained by
the Jain philosophy of Anekanta or Syad Vada,
which posits that seemingly contradictory
knowledge can coexist regarding an object.

Also, the poet Sri Nilakanthadikshita subtly
illustrates this concept in the following verse
from Mahakavyam Sivaleelarnava:

T T Sodf arfy R uerdfaay geif |
% a1 aforan fayEi Fd gamy gy gadam |l 3-&oll

rasam rasajiiah kalayanti vaci pare
padarthanapare padani|

vastram kuvinda vanijo vibhiisam riipam
yuvanasca yatha yuvatyam ( 1-60)
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"In a given sentence, some people try to
find 'rasa' (essence), some focus on the words,
and others on the meanings. Similarly, a tailor
notices only the clothes of a young woman,
a jeweler sees only her jewelry, and a young
man has eyes only for her beauty." In short,
people see only what they want to see!

Another aspect of perception is emic
perspectives, which we will explore through
an anecdotal story below.

The missing tail

From the story of the Ramayana, it is clear
that the battle between Rama and Ravana
caused significant destruction and loss of life
among the warriors on both sides. In the play
Hanumannatakam (anonymous), the poet
captures the state of the bereaved families
of the vanar sena (monkey army) who lost
their loved ones in the battle. They wonder
why Rama had to wage a war to get back his
wife. He was a handsome king, and hundreds
of beautiful women would have gladly come
forward to be his wives. This curiosity leads
them to question what made Sita so important
to Rama that he chose her life over the lives of
many of his soldiers.

The bereaved vanar families request to see
Sita, and upon seeing her, they declare:

TR} TR 9 AT B2 Hfead 7 udt fafem|

ST AR Ja&Td 4 T 7 T o FHEaas

gaurl tanurnayanamayatamunnata ca nasa
krsa katitatT ca pati vicitra
angani romarahitani sukhaya bhartuh puccham

na tucchamapi kutra samastavastu

"She is pale-skinned with big eyes and a
raised nose. She has a slender waist with a

strange drape. She has no fur on her body,
which could be pleasing to her husband.
However, how can she be considered beautiful
when she doesn't even have a small tail?"

This passage highlights the cultural and
perceptual differences in what is considered
beautiful or desirable and is an example of
emic perception differences. What humans
consider as beautiful is completely opposite
to what the other group thinks.

Real life examples

The earlier tale about monkeys and their
fascination with tails serves as a hypothetical
example of emic perspective dilemmas, where
a culture has a unique mode of thinking that
differs from the outside world. This concept
i1s relevant in today's globalized society as
well. To illustrate this, I will share a couple
of examples from my career at BFL Software
and Intel Corporation.

At BFL Software, the management team
responsible for bidding on contracts from a
Japanese company underwent a quick Japanese
language training. Although international
negotiations were conducted in English, it
was felt that learning the local language would
give BFL an edge. This is an example of
managing emic perceptions by understanding
a different culture to reduce the scope of errors.
For instance, the number four is considered
unlucky in Japan because it sounds like the
word for "death" (shi). Therefore, a negotiator
might avoid using that number to achieve a
favorable outcome. In essence, attempting to
learn a different language was the means for
getting a glimpse of a different culture.

The second company I worked for had
dedicated training sessions to acclimatize
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employees from different cultures. This
global company employed people from
various parts of the world, making cultural
sensitivity essential. One anecdote shared
by a "human factors engineering" architect
highlighted the impact of cultural differences
on a failed advertisement for a famous
drink. The ad agency used huge billboards
in strategic locations to showcase the soft
drink. The billboard featured three pictures
arranged from left to right. The first picture
on the left showed a person exhausted, likely
from running. The second picture depicted
the person drinking the soft drink with great
satisfaction, and the final picture showed the
person completely energized and refreshed.
The intended message was that no matter how
tired you were, a sip of the drink would make
you feel rejuvenated.

While this theme was successful in most
places, it failed in Gulf countries, notably
causing a significant drop in sales, especially
in Saudi Arabia. Upon conducting a root-cause
analysis, the reason became clear: Arabic
people read from right to left. Consequently,
when they viewed the billboard, they saw an
energized and refreshed person in the first
picture, the person drinking the soft drink in
the second picture, and the exhausted person
in the final picture. They inferred that a
seemingly healthy and energized person was
getting drained after having a sip of the drink!
This cultural misunderstanding led to the
failure of the advertisement and the drink in
that market.

Blind Spots

The examples given above are that
of multinational companies having their

employees and customers spread across the

globe. However, such mismatches in thinking
processes can exist within employees in local
organizations as well. When there are more
than one person, there is bound to be conflicts
in one form or the other. In this context, it is
interesting to look into the book “Thinking
Fast, and Slow” by late Prof David Kahneman,
a Nobel laureate in Economics.

As per the professor, a person has two
modes of thinking necessary for decision
making — System-1 and System-2. System
- 1 pertains to ‘“fast, automatic, frequent,
emotional, stereotypic and unconscious”
decisions. System- 2 mode of thinking
processes information in the background
and constitutes “slow, deliberate, infrequent,
logical, calculating and conscious” decision
making. In this fast-paced corporate world,
where time is considered money, many may
fall back on System 1 mode of thinking,
instead of time and effort consuming System
- 2 mode of thinking. System 1 mode of
thinking reinforces one’s biases based on their
past experiences and also may be because of
lack of expertise on the subject. These biases
could eventually become cognitive biases and
blind spots.

While each one is entitled to one’s views,
blind spots prevent people from having
healthy, fruitful discussions that are necessary
for people to work together as a cohesive unit,
decisions need to be made based on data, and
not individual whims and perceptions.

The following verse from Hitopadesha
explains that it is not an object that makes it
desirable, but the person’s own desire -

&y Wyt g arg-avy|
T&d e T HAT graxy I
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kimapyasti svabhavena sundara |
vapyasundaram | yadeva rocate

yasmai bhavettattasya sundaram |l

“Nothing is inherently beautiful or ugly.
It is one’s fancy that makes something either
beautiful or unappealing.”

Another blind spot is information about
oneself, as this verse from Mahabharata
explains-

TRareAy, Fqur: Fat Yafd de
THATA F S =AU o GRIfd il

paravacyesu nipuna: sarvo bhavati sarvada.
atmavacyam na janite janannapi ca muhyati.

“One is an expert in finding faults in others,
however, one does not know one’s own faults.
Even if they know their faults, they choose to
ignore them.”

Removing Blind Spots

Reading literature of various genres,
traveling, meeting people from different
backgrounds, and
comfort zones can help develop emotional
intelligence, reduce blind spots, and address
cognitive biases. This raises the question:
what does ancient literature offer in this
area? While Darshanas and Upanishads are
profound tools for self-realization, they may

stepping out of our

not appeal to everyone. Interestingly, many
ancient texts contain verses about fools that
are both humorous and subtly insightful,
helping people recognize their blind spots.

Works such as Bhartrihari's Nitisatakam,
the Mahabharata by
Vyasa Muni, Chanakyaniti, Panchatantra,
Hitopade$a, and the poems of Kshemendra

Viduraniti  from

include verses dedicated to fools. These verses
can be seen as cheat-sheets for identifying
human weaknesses and blind spots.

In the interest of brevity, I would like to
share only a couple of verses here -

Viduraniti describes a fool as someone who
blames others for one’s own faults:

R féaf <o ace: W |
Y PUIAIE: G Ggadl R |

param ksipati dosena vartamanah svayam tatha |
yasca krudhyatyanisanah sa ca miidhatamo
narah

“The one who accuses others of misconduct
while behaving similarly, and directs anger
at them for one’s own incompetence, is the
greatest fool.”

Kshemendra in Kalividambana describes
self-praise as a sign of a fool:

WAR: & Higwf~y T srTdiad | | Wi dead 9
@ der aERg Hgfa: ol
stotarah ke bhavisyanti mirkhasya jagatitale |

na stauti cetsvayam ca svam kada tasyastu
nirvrtih (7)

“There is no one to praise a foolish
person, so it is natural for fools to resort to
praising themselves. How else can they find
satisfaction?”

Conclusion

Problem-solving is an integral part of the
journey we call life. While life encompasses
interactions, decision-making, and conflict
management, it also
perceptions. It is important to stand firm

involves managing
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on issues that matter to us, but it is equally
essential to consider and accommodate the
views of others. This requires developing
emotional intelligence and being aware of
one’s own fallacies and biases.

Ancient literature offers valuable tools for
self-awareness, serving as checkpoints for our
own shortcomings. Various ancient Sanskrit
texts provide guidance in creative ways, even
though they may not explicitly list specific
do’s and don’ts. To illustrate this, I would
like to share a snippet from the book Bhoja
Prabandha by Ballala (11th century).

The book features the eleventh-century
King Bhoja as the main character and weaves
a fictional narrative incorporating many
ancient poets. One day, King Bhoja enters the
queen's chamber unannounced. Irritated by his
unexpected arrival while she was engaged in
conversation with a friend, the queen calls him
a fool, “Murkha”. Confused by her reaction,
as he felt entitled to enter the room, the king
storms out in anger and goes to his court.

In his frustration, he starts addressing each
person entering the court with the words,
"Murkha, Aagaccha" (Fool, come in). The
courtiers, though upset by this address, are
too frightened to respond. When the poet
Kalidasa enters the court and receives the
same greeting, the others smirk, relieved that
even the greatest of poets is being called a fool
by the king. However, Kalidasa replies -

TG - TS, T -1 U, T 1 RN, ool 4 T |
FRATAY T HaTfHy 7o, S BROT 4 Harfiy 7 |

“khadan na gacchami, hasan na bhase, gatam
na $ocami, krtam na manye.

dvayostrtiyo na bhavami rajan, kim karanam
bhoja bhavami murkhah.”

"I don’t eat while walking, I don’t laugh
while talking, I don’t worry about the past, I
don’t boast ab

The moral of the story is that our ancient
literature serves as a mentoring guide. Without
directly advising us on do’s and don’ts, it
provides a mirror through poems and stories,
helping us identify our blind spots in life.

References:

1. Sivaleelarnava by Mahakavi Sri Nilakantha Dikshita

-https://sanskritdocuments.org/doc_shiva/shivalllAr
NavanllkaNThadIkShita.html (Last accessed 20/08/2024)

2. Thinking Fast and Slow - Daniel Kahneman, Nobel Laureate
in Economics —

-https://www.amazon.com/Thinking-Fast-Slow-Daniel
Kahneman /dp/0374533555?ref =nav_signin

3. Vidura Nitishatakam - https://www.exoticindiaart.com/
book/details/vidur-neeti-shatakam-teach  yourself-sanskrit-
mzv877/

4. Nitisatakam - Bhartrhari - https://sanskritdocuments.org/
doc_z misc_major_works/niiti.html
5. Kalividamabanam - Sri Nilakantha Dikshita - https:/

sanskritdocuments.org/doc_vishhnu/kaliviDambanam.html

6. Bhoja Prabandha by Sri Ballala - https://archive.org/details/
in.ernet.dli.2015.242196/page/n9/mode/2up

19



