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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!
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