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KAPILA




Born: c. 600–700 BCE


Big idea: That universe in its infinite diversity evolves out of Prakriti


Known for: Sankhya, one of the six ancient Indian systems of philosophy





What is the origin of life and the universe? Does God exist? Why do people have to suffer? Can there be an end to suffering? Almost everyone asks big questions like these at some point in their lives. Much like us, people who lived over a thousand years ago asked similar questions too. One person who tried to answer them was a man named Kapila, who lived more than a century before the Buddha. The answers he offered were radically different from anything that the other thinkers of his time had come up with.


Kapila wasn’t satisfied with their explanation for how the world came to be, namely that everything in the world, including people, came from one essential substance, or God. He believed that this idea wasn’t enough to explain what life is and how everything in the world is constantly changing. Instead, he tried to provide a different way of looking at things. His interpretation of human existence and the world did not involve a god or supernatural forces.


Instead of a god who could create and destroy the universe at will, Kapila suggested that everything in the universe comes from one entity that has existed since the beginning of time. He called this entity or substance, Prakriti, and it was out of Prakriti that everything in the universe evolved.


Think of Prakriti as a kind of pool of matter, which has no shape or form yet, but is just pure potential. It has no consciousness, or awareness of itself. This pool of infinite possibility is made up of gunas or substances that are perfectly in balance – and as long as they are, the pool remains still and calm. But when those substances are put out of balance, Prakriti begins to change and evolve, ultimately creating the world.


If you’re wondering what could trigger such a disruption, Kapila had an answer for that too. He called the trigger Purusa, which is consciousness or spirit. When Purusa comes into contact with Prakriti, the process of creation (of the entire universe and everything in it) begins.


Centuries later, Kapila’s ideas became the basis for an entire school of thought called Sankhya. Sankhya philosophy has a lot in common with later schools of thought in India, including Buddhism, because many people were inspired by what Kapila said.


Sankhya is part of Sad Darshanas or the six systems of ancient philosophy. The other five are: Mimamsa, Nyaya, Vaisesika, Vedanta and Yoga.


In Sankhya philosophy, there is no such thing as total destruction or annihilation – there is only a never-ending process of evolution and involution. There is no beginning, but there is an end. That end is liberation from the difficulties and the struggles of life.


Kapila’s disciple, Asuri, and Asuri’s disciple, Panchasika helped spread the ideas of Sankhya after Kapila’s death. Over the centuries, many philosophers borrowed and reinterpreted his ideas, with some of them adding a god or gods into the mix, while others completely disagreed with his philosophy. That’s one of the wonderful things about philosophical ideas and philosophers – there’s always room for disagreement!


Interestingly, in Chinese cosmology, the twin concepts of yin and yang, which developed some three hundred years after Kapila’s Sankhya, were represented as the organizing principles of the universe (like Prakriti and Purusa). Yin signified the feminine, dark, soft, earth and water, while yang represented the masculine, light, hard, mountain, heaven, active and so on. Together, they make up the whole world. This idea of duality lies at the origin of Chinese classical science and philosophy and medicine, too.




Sankhya


The word ‘Sankhya’ may have originally meant ‘number’, but it came to mean ‘reflection’ or ‘the way’, because Kapila believed that jnana, or knowledge, was the only way to achieve liberation.





We do not know for sure if Kapila’s philosophy influenced this idea. However, twin concepts such as Purusa–Prakriti, yin–yang and jiva–ajiva – embodying the idea of active and passive, motion and stillness, like the concept of male and female – were used by ancient thinkers to construct a philosophy of balance, where two opposites coexist in harmony and are able to change each other.




KANADA




Born: Unclear; sometime between 400 and 100 BCE


Big idea: That matter is made up of tiny indivisible particles


Known for: The Vaisheshika Darshana, a new school of thought





Over two thousand years ago, a man named Kanada was sitting down for a meal. Kanada was a thoughtful man, and as he ate, he began to perform a little experiment. He divided his food into smaller and smaller parts, seeing how far he could go. Eventually, he got to the point where what he had left could no longer be divided into smaller parts. Perhaps his eyes widened, as he realized a fundamental truth about the world – that everything in the world is made up of indivisible, indestructible particles of matter. He called these paramanu, or atoms.


Kanada believed the world is real and exists independently of the person perceiving it. His philosophy, called Vaisheshika Darshana, remains one of the most significant schools of thought in Indian philosophy. Vaisheshika Darshana considers the world in its entirety, from physical substances, such as space, time and so on to the physical body, the soul and the mind. It also talks about ideas of right and wrong, and about how we think and see the world around us. It is essentially a way to understand life and the world we live in.




Kanada’s Name


It is said that Kanada got his name because of his propagation of the theory of atoms. Another story goes, it was a nickname because he lived on the unclaimed, scattered ‘kana’, or small grains collected from fields after a harvest.





A blend of science, philosophy and religion, Vaisheshika is possibly the earliest known system of thought in human history based on an atomic theory of matter. Kanada came to believe that everything can be subdivided, but this subdivision cannot go on forever. Therefore, he concluded there ought to be smallest particles, atoms, that cannot be further divided. That is the paramanu, indivisible and eternal. This was a brilliant imaginative explanation of the physical structure of the world, which is actually in line with the discoveries of modern physics. How incredible is it that Kanada was on the right track thousands of years ago?


Kanada’s ideas had a great influence on the thought systems of those who came after him, including Buddhists, Ajivikas, Jainas and Nyayikas. He may also have influenced the scholar Charaka, who wrote the medical text Charaka Samhita and helped create the system of traditional medicine known as ayurveda.


Like Kanada, many ancient philosophers were seeking to explain how the world around them works, much like scientists do now. While Kanada didn’t have the tools that modern scientists do, he did use logic and observation – which are essential principles of science today!




PATANJALI




Born: c. 200 BCE


Big idea: That the practise of yoga can free an individual from greed, sorrow and fear


Known for: The Yoga Sutras, a wholistic philosophy of life





There is an ancient story about how Patanjali came to be born. The tale goes that when a sage was offering sacred water and praying to Surya, the Hindu sun god, a baby fell from the heavens into his cupped hands. The sage then gave the baby to a childless woman called Gonika. In another version of the same story, it was Gonika, the daughter of a sage, who was praying to Surya for a child when a baby dropped from the sky into her palms. What both versions have in common is the idea that Patanjali was a divine baby, and as such, would change the world he (literally) fell into.


Patanjali grew up to be a famous philosopher and writer. For a long time, Patanjali was thought to have written three major works – one about the science of medicine, another on the science of grammar, and the Yoga Sutras. Now, most scholars agree he could not have been the author of the first two works. As for the Yoga Sutras, from the time of the Vedas to that of the Buddha, yoga as a discipline and philosophy is mentioned in a variety of texts and traditions. So, Patanjali wasn’t the first to invent yoga, but he was the one who compiled all the information about different kinds of yoga in a concise and categorized manner.


The Yoga Sutras is a set of Sanskrit texts that are the earliest to discuss the system of yoga. Today, we think of yoga as a set of exercises to promote physical wellness. But it isn’t just that. Yoga as Patanjali knew it was a complex pathway to achieve a higher spiritual state. When practised correctly, yoga was seen as a way to ‘see’ and ‘experience’ the truth. If you did enough yoga, and did it right, it could change the way you saw the world, and make you a more perceptive, more knowing person.


The text of the Yoga Sutras has four padas or chapters and 195 sutras or rules. It included some of the ideas of Sankhya philosophy, but unlike Kapila, Patanjali included the concept of god within his system. According to Patanjali, all existence rests and moves on three fundamental realities – Isvara, Purusas and Prakriti. Isvara is the god entity, an all-powerful, ever-free being. Isvara is also considered to be the adiguru or primeval teacher. Purusas are individual souls. They are subject to karmas (consequences of actions) and kleshas (afflictions or negative mental states). Prakriti is a combination of substances, or gunas, in perfect balance. It makes up everything in the world.


Initially, the soul is in a pure state of consciousness. But when it comes into contact with the substance of Prakriti, or the world, it tends to forget its own nature. The soul then attaches itself to joys and sorrows of the world and ultimately has to go through cycles of birth and death.


But, by following the eight steps of yoga, the soul can achieve knowledge and become free from pain and sorrow. These eight steps can help create a perfect balance between the body, mind and spirit.




Yoga and Religion – Word Origins!


The word ‘yoga’ comes from the verb ‘yuj’, which means ‘to yoke, join’, or ‘to bind together’. Interestingly, the English word ‘religion’ comes from the Latin re-ligio, which also means to link back, to bind, to return to our natural state!





Patanjali’s yoga consists of ‘Astanga’, which literally translates to ‘eight limbs’. Together, these disciplines build the necessary foundation for the attainment of self-awareness and liberation. Of these, five are external – yama (restraint), niyama (observance), asana (posture), pranayama (control and regulation of vital breaths or currents) and pratyahara (the state of withdrawal or inward gaze). The other three are internal aids, namely, dharana (concentration), dhyana (meditation) and samadhi (total absorption). Together, these disciplines build the necessary foundation for the attainment of self-awareness and liberation.


Here’s a bit more about what each discipline involved:


Yama


The Yamas are divided into five ethical vows:


• Ahimsa – avoiding hurting others


• Satya – being truthful in thought, speech and act


• Asteya – not taking what belongs to another


• Brahmacharya – celibacy


• Aparigraha – not being greedy or selfish


Niyama


• Saucha – mental and physical purity


• Santosha – contentment which keeps the body and mind free of stress and strain


• Tapas – austerity of body, speech and thought


• Svadhyaya – study of the scriptures


• Isvarapranidhana – contemplation of and inner surrender to the divine


Asana


Asana is the bodily posture in which one can sit steadily and at ease. Patanjali does not suggest any specific asana, except to say, ‘posture one can hold with comfort and stillness’. The asanas you might have heard of, or even seen being done, such as sirsasana, bhujangasana, savasana and so on, were added much later and came to be called Hatha Yoga. All these asanas help keep the body fit and healthy, but they are also believed to open up or activate the kundalini chakras, the energy centres in the body, which enable a person to reach a higher spiritual state – and ultimately, achieve liberation.


Pranayama


Pranayama are breathing exercises that allow a person to regulate, retain and steady their breaths. These exercises can calm a restless mind.


Pratyahara


This a kind of intense withdrawal from sensing the physical world around you, so that a person can instead focus their gaze inwards.


The three disciplines below – dharana, dhyana and samadhi – are actually three continuous steps.


Dharana


Dharana is concentration or fixing one’s mind on a single object of one’s choice. It could be a name, sound, a symbol or form, or an idea. The purpose here is to train oneself to withdraw from all other activities and remain focused on an object.


Dhyana


Dhyana is uninterrupted concentration upon an object, on the nature of the object or the truth it embodies.


Samadhi


Once the practise of concentration is mastered, the distinction between the subject and the object, the knower and the known fades, the boundaries blur, and the deeper layers of consciousness and one’s own being open up. At this stage, it’s possible that one enters a larger, deeper awareness. Eventually, the quester loses even awareness and remains absorbed in a bright light.


Yoga was quite as popular in the ancient world, it would seem, as in the modern one. From the first millennium CE onwards, groups within Hinduism and Buddhism developed their own forms of yoga, such as kundalini yoga, laya yoga, mantramarga, guhyamantra and so on. Hatha yoga, which deals with yoga asanas, has become hugely popular in the world today, offering posture-based exercises for physical fitness, stress relief and relaxation. However, yoga is much more than physical exercise – it is a complete philosophy of life and action. And even if it doesn’t give you superpowers, it will definitely have you feeling better both mentally and physically!




Can Yoga Give You Superpowers?


According to Patanjali, the steady practise of yama, niyama, asana and samyama, could give someone supernatural powers, such as the ability to see into the past and future, read other’s minds and so on. However, Patanjali, warns that this isn’t the purpose of yoga, and that practitioners of yoga should not try to seek such powers.







MAHAVIRA




Born: c. 599 BCE


Died: 527 BCE


Big idea: That one must practise ahimsa, non-violence towards all living creatures


Known for: Being a Jain tirthankara, or spiritual teacher who helped spread Jainism





It is believed that nearly 1500 years ago, a prince was born to King Siddhartha and Queen Trishala in the kingdom of Vaishali, which is in modern-day Bihar. His name was Vardhamana. Like most princes, Vardhamana was surrounded by all that his heart could desire. But when he was thirty years old, Vardhamana made a choice that probably surprised, and perhaps even shocked, his family. He chose to leave his old life behind to become a Jain ascetic, someone who gives up all worldly possessions and pleasures.


Vardhamana’s older brother, Nandivardhana, tried to dissuade him, for the path he was choosing was a hard one. But Vardhamana would not give it up. Over twelve and a half long years – close to five thousand days – Vardhamana meditated in silence, eating little and even giving up clothing. Why would he do this? What was he searching for?


Nothing less than the ultimate goal of life – nirvana.


Vardhamana and his family were followers of a religion called Jainism. In Jain belief, existence has neither beginning nor end. All that exists is divided into two categories – jiva (soul) and ajiva (all non-living substances). Ajiva includes matter, space, motion, rest and time.


One kind of matter is karma. Jains believe that a person’s soul attracts karma to itself through the person’s thoughts and actions. So, when someone does or says things that are wrong or harmful, they attract karma. This karma ‘attaches’ itself to their soul. In turn, this karma affects the soul in its current life, and in its future lives, determining how happy or unhappy a person is.


But what is nirvana? Nirvana is absolute freedom, a state of perfect peace, in which no one feels any pain or suffering. Who wouldn’t want to get to nirvana, right?


But it was no easy matter to achieve this state of perfect peace. Only the gradual removal of karma can get you there, according to Mahavira. This involves putting three things into practise. These are – samyak darshana, (right faith), samyak jnana (right knowledge) and samyak charita (right character).


There’s more!


Jains must also adopt five vratas or vows:


1. Ahimsa or non-violence: the great vow, which involves giving up all forms of violence in action, speech and thought


2. Satya or truthfulness, in action, speech and thought


3. Asteya or non-stealing: not taking anything that has not been properly given


4. Brahmacharya or chastity: abstinence from physical intimacy for monks and remaining faithful to one’s partner for householders or lay people


5. Aparigraha or non-attachment: which, for monks, means giving up one’s attachment to people, places and material things, and for lay people, not being attached to worldly possessions


The first vow of ahimsa is the central principle of Jainism. Jains seek to avoid causing harm or violence to any and all life forms. At the time when Mahavira lived, battles between tribes and kingdoms and communities were seen as part of the natural order of life. Animals were ritually sacrificed in Vedic and other traditions, and violence was considered an unavoidable part of life, even by religious people.


Mahavira refused to accept this. Instead, he taught that a different path was possible, one of non-violence. And it was in non-violence, he said, that freedom and joy could be reached.


After he had achieved enlightenment, a higher state of being that allowed him to see the world differently, Mahavira spent the next thirty years of his life travelling in and around northern India. Along the way, he taught ordinary men and women how they could achieve nirvana. Mahavira made no distinction between people, whether men or women, rich or poor, high or low caste. All were capable of attaining nirvana, or liberation from the cycle of birth and death. They just had to work towards it.


Mahavira died at the age of 72.


According to some Jain texts, Mahavira’s first disciples were eleven brahmins, with one Gautama (not the Buddha) as the leader of the group. These eleven disciples are believed to have remembered and orally transmitted Mahavira’s teachings from generation to generation. It was only in the first century CE that they were written down on palm leaf sheets. In time, Mahavira’s teachings also attracted royal followers like King Bimbisara of Magadha and King Chetaka of Videha.


Centuries after Mahavira’s death, the followers of Jainism split into two sects – Digambara (sky-clad) and Svetambara (white-clad). While Svetambara monks dressed only in white, Digambara monks renounced all possessions, including clothing. The Digambaras decided that women could not attain nirvana, so they barred women from their order. But the Svetambaras made no such distinction between men and women aspirants and admitted both into their order, a tradition that continues to this day. It is estimated that there are about seven million people who follow Mahavira the world over, most of whom reside in India.




A Story about Ahimsa


One day, Mahavira visited a village, on the outskirts of which lived a cobra called Chandkaushik. The people of the village lived in absolute terror of the cobra. Mahavira went into the forest where Chandkaushik lived, sat down under a tree and meditated. Feelings of peace and concern for the well-being of the people flowed from his heart. Chandkaushik, coming out of his hole, hissed in anger, but that did not disturb the meditating Mahavira. Getting angrier, the cobra bit his toe. Mahavira opened his eyes and, compassion flowing from his heart, said, ‘Chandkaushik, shaant, let peace be with you.’ The cobra became calm and retreated to his hole.





Mahavira’s emphasis on ahimsa as the supreme moral virtue was perhaps one of the most significant contributions to Indian thought and to the philosophy of the world at large. Mahavira’s thoughts continued to influence people long after his death. His concept of ahimsa was adopted and modified by various thinkers, including the Buddha and Mohandas Gandhi. Gandhi adopted non-violence as a principle in the fight against exploitation, oppression and violence during the struggle for India’s independence.




SIDDHARTHA GAUTAMA: THE BUDDHA




Born: c. 599 BCE


Big idea: That one must live a balanced life, where you neither deny yourself all worldly comforts nor pursue only pleasure


Known for: Being the founder of Buddhism





Sometime in the fifth century BCE, a son was born to Suddhodana, king of the Shakyas, and his queen, Maya, in Lumbini, a part of modern Nepal. Sadly, seven days after giving birth to her son, Maya died. The little prince, who was given the name Siddhartha, was cared for by his aunt, his mother’s sister, Mahaprajapati.


Like many new parents, especially ones who are kings, Suddhodana was eager to find out what the future held for his son. Some brahmins at the court predicted that the little prince would either become a Buddha, an enlightened person who is a spiritual teacher, or a chakravartin, a universal king. Suddhodana was certain that he would much prefer his son to be a chakravartin over being a spiritual master. In order to prevent that from happening, Suddhodana ordered that nothing disturbing – such as poverty, illness, old age or suffering – should ever be allowed within the prince’s sight. And so, Siddhartha lived a life of pleasure and comfort without a touch of worry or sorrow. As he grew up and became a young man, he was married to a princess named Yashodhara. In time, Siddhartha and Yashodhara had a son, who was named Rahula.




Transforming the World


The period between 800 and 200 BCE, was one of great transformation. Some of the world’s greatest thinkers lived during this time – the founders and teachers of religions, like Zoroaster in Iran, the sages of the Upanishads, Mahavira and the Buddha in India, Confucius and Lao Tzu in China, and the philosophers Pythagoras, Heraclitus, Socrates and Plato in Greece. These individuals were all interested in trying to understand the world better. Even today, many people turn to their teachings for inspiration and guidance.





For twenty-nine years, Siddhartha remained within the palace, surrounded by beauty and luxury, and did not venture out into the wider world. But all of that was about to change.
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