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istory has produced countless texts. Kings commissioned them, scholars 

composed them, poets celebrated them and governments preserved them. 

Many enjoyed influence during their own age. Some shaped contemporary 

events, while others reflected the intellectual concerns of a particular society and 

period. Yet the overwhelming majority gradually disappeared from public memory. 

Only a small number continued to travel across centuries and, in some cases, 

millennia. 

This raises an important question. What enables certain texts to endure while 
thousands of others fade away? 

The answer cannot be explained merely by age. Many ancient works have been 
lost. Nor can endurance be attributed entirely to political power, for some of 
history's most powerful empires vanished along with much of their literature. Even 
religious authority provides only a partial explanation. Numerous texts once 
regarded as authoritative eventually lost their influence, while others continued to 
attract readers long after the institutions that originally supported them disappeared. 

The endurance of a text ultimately depends upon a more demanding test. 

A text survives because many generations repeatedly choose to preserve it. 

This distinction deserves careful attention. Preservation may protect a manuscript, 
but endurance requires continuing relevance. The two are not identical. A document 
may remain physically intact within a library, archive or museum while becoming 
intellectually inactive. It survives as an object but no longer participates in the life of 
a civilisation. A truly enduring text achieves something different. It remains capable 
of speaking to people separated from its origins by vast distances of time, geography 
and circumstance. 

Preservation may protect a manuscript. 

Endurance requires continuing relevance. 
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Most texts emerge in response to particular events, local conditions or temporary 
concerns. Such works may possess immense value within their own context, yet their 
relevance often diminishes as circumstances change. Great civilisational texts 
operate differently. Although they emerge within specific historical settings, they 
frequently address questions that extend beyond those settings. They examine 
recurring features of human existence rather than isolated moments in history. 

Questions concerning power, duty, justice, loyalty, fear, ambition, order and 
responsibility accompany human societies across generations. Their outward forms 
change. The contexts within which they appear evolve. Yet the underlying concerns 
remain remarkably familiar. A text that illuminates such enduring patterns acquires 
a unique advantage. Each generation encounters it under different circumstances yet 
continues to recognise aspects of its own experience within it. 

This is why many civilisational texts appear simultaneously ancient and 
contemporary. The world that produced them may no longer exist, yet the dilemmas 
they examine remain recognisable. Readers separated by centuries often discover 
that the questions confronting them are not entirely different from those that 
occupied their ancestors. 

Another characteristic frequently associated with enduring texts is interpretive 
depth. A shallow text is often exhausted quickly. Its meaning becomes fully 
accessible after a limited number of readings, and once its central message has been 
understood, little remains to be discovered. Great texts behave differently. Readers 
return to them repeatedly and continue finding new dimensions of meaning. 
Different generations emphasise different aspects. Different circumstances 
illuminate different insights. The text remains unchanged, yet the conversation 
surrounding it evolves continuously. 

This capacity for renewal is one of the reasons enduring texts remain intellectually 
alive. Their value is not confined to a single interpretation, nor does it depend upon 
universal agreement. Indeed, some of the most influential civilisational texts have 
generated centuries of debate. The existence of multiple interpretations does not 
necessarily weaken such works; it often demonstrates the depth of the questions they 
contain. The most enduring texts rarely terminate inquiry. Instead, they sustain it. 

A further reason for endurance lies in the relationship between a text and the 
civilisation that preserves it. Texts do not survive independently. Communities 
preserve them. Teachers transmit them. Institutions protect them. Readers engage 
with them. Each generation becomes a link in a chain extending across centuries. 
Where that chain remains strong, texts continue to live. Where it weakens, even 
important works may gradually disappear. 

This insight reveals something significant. The endurance of a text tells us not 
only about the quality of the text itself but also about the civilisation that preserves 
it. Civilisations repeatedly make judgments concerning which ideas deserve 
transmission, which questions remain worth asking and which observations continue 



to possess value. The texts that survive therefore represent more than literary 
achievement. They embody accumulated civilisational judgment. 

The Indic civilisational experience provides an especially interesting illustration of 
this phenomenon. The enduring texts of the civilisation may broadly be viewed in 
three categories, each surviving for different reasons and each continuing to 
influence contemporary life in distinct ways. 

The first category comprises the Vedas and the Upanishads. Their primary 
concern is neither a particular kingdom nor a particular historical period. Instead, 
they direct attention towards the individual, society and the deeper questions of 
existence itself. They examine consciousness, duty, knowledge, reality, selfhood and 
the relationship between the individual and the cosmos. Because these inquiries are 
rooted in dimensions of human experience that transcend specific historical 
circumstances, their relevance remains largely independent of time and geography. 
A society may transform, technologies may change and political systems may evolve, 
yet the fundamental questions concerning human conduct, meaning and existence 
continue to persist. 

Another reason for their endurance lies in the manner in which they are situated 
within the civilisational tradition. They are generally regarded not as the intellectual 
creation of a single individual but as the accumulated wisdom of generations 
preserved and transmitted across long periods of time. Consequently, their authority 
derives less from personal authorship and more from the enduring value of the 
questions they address. Successive generations have therefore engaged with them 
through interpretation and commentary rather than through wholesale retelling or 
replacement. 

The second category consists of the great epics, particularly the Ramayana and 
the Mahabharata. Unlike the Vedas and Upanishads, these works are situated within 
specific narratives, historical memories and political settings. They possess 
identifiable authors and employ story as their principal vehicle of instruction. Yet 
their significance extends far beyond narrative alone. Through characters, events and 
dilemmas, they transform abstract civilisational questions into lived human 
experiences. Questions concerning duty, leadership, loyalty, justice, governance, 
family, power and sacrifice are explored not as philosophical propositions but as 
situations confronting real individuals within complex circumstances. 

The remarkable endurance of the epics lies in this ability to unite narrative with 
civilisational inquiry. Their stories became deeply embedded within customs, 
traditions, performing arts and collective memory. They were repeatedly retold, 
adapted and reinterpreted across regions and generations. Yet despite these 
variations, the underlying questions they examined remained recognisable. Their 
survival therefore cannot be attributed merely to literary beauty or religious 
reverence. They endure because they continue to illuminate questions that remain 
relevant to individuals, societies and states even today. 



The third category may be represented by works such as the Arthashastra. Unlike 
the Vedas, Upanishads or epics, the Arthashastra focuses explicitly upon 
governance, administration, statecraft, diplomacy, economics and political order. Yet 
it did not emerge in an intellectual vacuum. Rather, it reflects the synthesis and 
codification of observations that had accumulated within the civilisation over long 
periods of time. Kautilya's achievement lay not merely in recording principles of 
governance but in organising them into a systematic framework capable of practical 
application. 

This characteristic explains the continuing relevance of the Arthashastra. Human 
societies may change, but states continue to confront questions concerning power, 
security, diplomacy, administration and political stability. While specific applications 
must always be adapted to contemporary realities, many of the underlying 
observations remain instructive. When approached with responsibility and 
discernment, such works continue to provide insights into the functioning of 
political life. 

Together, these three categories reveal that texts endure for different reasons. 
Some survive because they illuminate timeless questions of human existence. Others 
survive because they translate those questions into memorable human experiences. 
Still others survive because they provide practical frameworks for organising 
collective life. Their common characteristic is not antiquity alone. It is their 
continuing ability to assist successive generations in understanding themselves, their 
societies and the world around them. 

This does not imply that every surviving text is beyond criticism, nor does it 
suggest that every forgotten text lacked value. History is rarely so simple. Important 
works have been lost through accident, neglect and destruction. Others have 
survived despite possessing limitations. Yet when a text continues to attract readers 
across long periods of time, it is reasonable to conclude that successive generations 
have discovered within it something worthy of preservation. 

Perhaps this is the deepest reason certain texts endure. They help human beings 
understand themselves. Not perfectly. Not permanently. But sufficiently to remain 
useful across changing ages. They preserve observations that continue to illuminate 
experience. They provide language for questions that refuse to disappear. They offer 
perspectives that remain relevant even when circumstances change. 

In doing so, they become more than books. 

They become companions in the civilisational journey. 

And it is precisely because they continue serving that role that generation after 
generation chooses not to let them fade away. 

 

— End of Essay 007 — 
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