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The progression of the natural sciences in the Western world has often been at odds 
with the religious establishment. Many of the major European discoveries of the past 
had to overcome religious dogma before they were generally accepted; the Copernican 
model of the solar system and Darwin’s Natural Selection provide two notable 
examples. During my travels around India, it therefore surprised me that nearly all of 
the early advances were inspired by religious teachings, and the newfound knowledge 
about the natural world was readily integrated with preexisting religious worldviews. 
This seemingly dichotomous synthesis of science and religion was to feature repeatedly 
during my travels. 
 
My first stop was in Delhi, where I visited the Qutb complex. As well as the 73m tall 
minar and an interesting mosque constructed from the plundered remains of Jain and 
Hindu temples, the complex houses a 7m tall iron pillar which, according to the 
inscriptions it bares, was erected in honor of the Hindu deity Vishnu. The pillar is a 
metallurgical marvel due to its incredible resistance to corrosion. The blacksmiths did 
not add lime to their furnaces during the smelting of the pillar, and used a specific wood 
that resulted in the iron having a far higher phosphorous content than normal. The 
cyclic wet-dry climate in Delhi led to a crystalline iron hydrogen phosphate layer 
forming on the iron, which served to protect it from corrosion. Today, over 1600 years 
after the pillar was erected, the corrosion on its surface measures less than 0.2mm 
thick. 
 
On my travels around Rajasthan I visited a site that served both scientific and religious 
purposes, Jaipur’s Jantar Mantar. Constructed by the Rajput king Jai Singh II in the 18th 
century as one of a series of five astronomical observatories spread across northern 
India, it consists of a series of fourteen large stone instruments that are used to tell the 
time, track the positions of celestial bodies and predict eclipses. The centrepiece is the 
Samrat Yantra, a 27m tall sundial across which a shadow moves at rate of 1mm per 
second (although unfortunately the large penumbra reduces the precision to about one 
minute). The observatory was an important site for Jyotish astronomers, who saw 
astronomical observation as a form of religious ritual, and is still used by Vedic 
astrologers to predict the most auspicious dates for weddings, for example. The 
combination of astronomical knowledge and architectural expertise needed to build the 
Jantar Mantar is truly impressive, and is yet another example of how advanced the early 
Indian scientists were. 
 
My interest wasn’t solely in the historical development of the physical sciences 
however, but also how the modern scientific industries have kept pace with their 
counterparts in the West while still remaining integrated with local culture. My 
travelling partner, James Hutt, is a family friend of the HR Director of AMCo, an 
international pharmaceutical company with offices in London and Mumbai among 
others. Over dinner with him and the company’s Indian Commercial Services Director, 
we learnt how AMCo is keeping up with the demands of the international market while 
staying respectful of the local religious and cultural customs and practices. 
 
The trip ended in Kerala, where one of the most important schools of mathematics and 
astronomy flourished between the 14th and 16th centuries. Two centuries before 



calculus and Taylor series were developed in Europe, the school used basic ideas of 
differentiation to establish infinite power series for many trigonometric functions, 
including those for sine, cosine and arctangent. They implicitly used the intuitive 
concept of a limit to produce infinite series for pi, and developed the idea of 
mathematical induction to construct semi-rigorous proofs for many of their series. 
There is unfortunately no evidence that any of the school’s discoveries were 
transmitted outside of Kerala, although as ports such as Cochin provided contact with 
Europe it is possible that Western mathematicians such as Fermat were inspired by 
ideas coming from India. 
 
As I discovered, India has been at the forefront of scientific development for much of the 
last 700 years, even if the discoveries made rarely had an impact outside of its borders. 
The exploration of the natural world afforded and often encouraged by the Hindu 
religion bares a stark contrast to the often stayed and dogmatic Christianity of the West. 
As India develops, subjects such as medicine and physics that are deemed to lead to 
lucrative and respectable jobs are advertised on billboards alongside the latest 
Bollywood releases. Thousands of multinational science and technology companies are 
setting up divisions in India, where the skills and expertise of the workforce rivals that 
of the West while demanding far lower salaries. Despite the increasing Westernisation 
and secularisation, however, ancient principles rooted in religion are still pervasive. 
Indeed in one temple in the holy city of Amritsar, I spotted a poster plastered onto the 
side of a shrine. Its title read: “Make your family proud – study spiritual physics and 
astrology”. 


