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ABSTRACT. The basic tenets of Jain and Democritean atomist theories invite a twofold inquiry:
first, in a historical perspective, we need to go back to ancient Greek sources reporting that Democritus
(c.460 —¢.370 BCE) traveled to India where he frequented the gymnosophists, “naked sages,” generally
identified as Jain ascetics, a probable, although not unique, source of inspiration for his version of
atomism. Then, we need to reflect on the specificities of Jain and Democritean atomist theories in the
light of their exponents’ intellectual milieu and respective philosophical, moral and spiritual
aspirations.
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PE3IOME. OcHoBHBIE MOJOXEHUS ATOMHCTHUCCKHX TEOPUH JKaiHu3Ma W JleMOKpHUTa TpeOyroT
JIBOSIKOTO PAacCMOTPEHHS: BO-TICPBBIX, B HCTOPHYCCKON MEPCHCKTHBE HAM HY)KHO OOpaTUTHCSA K
JIPEBHETPEUCCKUM HCTOYHWKAM, cooOmaromuyM, 4to Jlemokputr (okomo 460-370 rr. mo H.3.)
MyTEIIeCTBOBAJ 10 MH/MH, T/Ie 4aCTO MOCeIal TIMMHOCO(UCTOB, “00HaXKEHHBIX MYIPEIOB”, 0OBIYHO
Ha3bIBAEMBIX JPKAHHCKUMH aCKETaMHU — BEPOSITHBIH, XOTS U HE €TMHCTBEHHBINA NCTOYHHUK BIOXHOBCHHS
JUISL €r0 BepCHM aTOMH3Ma. 3aTeM HaM HY)KHO TMOpPa3MBICIUTh HaJ OCOOCHHOCTSMH JDKAWHCKUX W
JIEMOKPUTCKHX aTOMHCTHUYSCKMX TCOPUI B CBETE€ MHTEUICKTYAJIbHON Cpebl UX IMPEJCTABUTEICH U

COOTBETCTBYIOUINX (PHIOCOPCKUX, MOPATBHBIX U TYXOBHBIX YCTPEMIICHH.
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Introduction

In order to avoid the pitfalls of assimilation or prime one theory over the other, | start from an abstract
conceptual model. Indeed, comparative efforts often end up with a binary pattern of taking one theory
as paradigm for another. Such method intrinsically highlights divergences as if they were “missing
parts.” The comparativist then feels compelled to advance good reasons for such “deficiencies”
adopting a more or less apologetic/eristic stand. Interparadigmaticity profoundly alters the
comparativist understanding of different theories. For these reasons, | start from the theoretical basis
of a conceptual model listing the similar premises of Jain and Democritean atomism. The paradigm
soon branches out into a conceptual pluralism. For Jainism, atomism takes the form of an ontological
basis appropriately ingraining the spiritual quest for liberation in the fabric of reality. Democritus

addresses the metaphysical issue of being and no being initiated by Parmenides and the Eleatic school.

Jain and Democritean atomism represent a paradigmatic case of a simple theory encapsulating multi-
faceted complexity. Starting from a restrained set of premises the theory is progressively enriched by
intellectual imports from multifarious cultural traditions and thinkers.2A significant implication of this
method is to be sought in the principle of causality, omnipresent in Jain doctrine as the law of karma

and first introduced in Greek philosophy by Democritus.

1. Historical Perspective

The ancient world, no less than ours, although under much harsher and perilous conditions, was a
network of constant, albeit discontinuous, interactions among people. Messengers, merchants,
peddlers, soldiers, ambassadors, emissaries, nomads, travelers, preachers and, above all, warfare and
politics brought people together in a more or less restrained manner. Ideas, beliefs and technology also
circulated along the same commercial or geostrategic routes and disseminated with diverse success.
India and Greece have crossed their paths many times during the last millennia. The Silk Road writes

just one such episode.

Ancient scholars recurrently note that Democritus traveled extensively and for long, probably eight

years, to Persia, Babylon, Egypt, India and Ethiopia. Having as sole purpose to acquire knowledge, he

2The atomist theory as it has come down to us via Jain scriptures reflects a long historical tradition wherein it
is difficult to extricate the original import of Mahavira’s and predecessors’ teaching. Therefore, in my
inquiry, sources remain a block of scriptural testimony. The main source for Democritus’ works has come
down to us in fragments edited conveniently by H. Diels and W. Kranz, as in bibliography. Fragments are
referenced by the Diels Kranz (DK) edition.
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frequented the different schools, groups or thinkers he came across. When he came back to his
hometown, Avdera in northern Greece, he earned the reputation of being exceedingly knowledgeable.
He was regularly consulted on different issues relevant to a vast variety of subjects, from weather
forecast to the water density of the Sila River in northern India and often referenced as undisputable

authority.®

Contemporary scholars express serious doubts as to Democritus’ travel to India and Ethiopia. They
don’t advance any proof, believing presumably that making such a claim for the second half of the 5™
century BCE was a wild extrapolation of later writers when India had turned to an accessible although

exotic destination.

The claim needs validation. Nevertheless, a few telltale indices in Democritus’ biography hint that he
might have been in contact and familiar with groups of ascetics who practiced some kinds of austerities.
Ancient sources mention explicitly that in his sojourn in India, he frequented the gymnosophists (DK
68 A40), ‘naked sages,” a term usually associated with Jain ascetics, with a caveat: the term has
designated different groups of Indian wise persons in different periods. We don’t know which group
our sources have in mind. Most probably, they use the term in a vague manner to designate the class

of Indian sages.

Democritus plays the role of the sage teaching a lay person the vanity of life in a story similar to a
popular Indian parable. When the Persian king Darius lost his beloved wife, he asked Democritus to
use any means to bring her back to life. The sage-philosopher pointedly accepted with the condition
that the king would write on her tomb the names of three persons who had never grieved. Not finding
any, the king supposedly realized the vanity of his request (DK 68 A20).

At his return home, Democritus is reported to have lived a life of semi-recluse. He contended with
frugal meals, resided in secluded places, studied and wrote near or inside tombs, abstained from politics
(although his philosophy is very politically oriented), was sustained by his brother, and took a sarcastic
stance towards his fellow citizens. He was thus nicknamed the Laugher. Finally, at the age of ninety
plus, he let himself die by abstaining from food, a common trait with other Greek philosophers who
ended their lives by similar methods choosing freely the time and manner of their demise (DK 68 Al).
Austerity and reclusion earned Democritus a reputation of eccentricity, akin to our inadaptability or
associability. Possibly, they reflect the idiosyncratic way Democritus kept in touch with the practices
he observed and perhaps followed in his journeys to the East.

3 For Democritus’ travel to India see DK 68 Al, A2, A12, A40.
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Other indication of Democritus’ historical contact with Indian perhaps Jain philosophy is to be found
in the atomist theory. The convergence suggests that Democritus might have come in contact with Jain
monks and learnt from them the principles of the atomist theory. The inverse, i.e. Democritus teaching
the Jains is unlikely, inasmuch as reportedly during his travels he listened to teachers, and advanced
his own theory after he came back to Greece. A last hypothesis, that the atomist theory reached India
in the aftermath of Alexander’s eastern conquest, seriously challenges a series of well-established
historical and doctrinal certainties, such as the antiquity and uninterrupted tradition of ‘atomists” in
various forms in Indian soil, wherein Jain atomism is embedded, the close interconnectivity between
Jain atomist theory and quest for liberation, or again, as I argue in this paper, the diversification of two,
Jain and Democritean, very different theories in respect to content, function and purpose, from a simple

atomist model.

So, Democritus is associated with Indian teachings and practices of atomist exponents, probably Jains,
both by biographical reports concerning his lifestyle —utterly senseless to his fellow citizens- and by

his no less innovative atomist theory.

2. Paradigm of the Atomist Theory

The atomist theory relies on a few simple premises. Its complexity or efficiency comes from scaling,
i.e. multiplying and magnifying simple premises to infinity and observing or reasoning on the ensuing
whole. As scaling laws teach us, the whole is not equivalent to the sum of its parts, but acquires its own

identity and dynamics.

First, the basic building blocks of reality pertain of two categories, material atoms and something that

is not material atoms, x. For Jainism, the X is the soul or spirit. For Demaocritus, it is the void.

Atoms are the ultimate microscopic particles of matter, imperceptible to sense experience,
indestructible, unalterable, without dimensions, with or without qualities, weightless (question mark
for Democritus), infinite in number and in constant motion. For Jainism, atoms are all similar, whilst

for Democritus they come in infinite shapes, spherical, angular, hook-shaped, rough or polished, etc.

The atoms cluster together, the similar with the similar, by attraction and repulsion or some other kind

of motion, and form compounds that we perceive as macroscopic bodies.

Accordingly living beings, nature, and the universe are all aggregates of atoms.
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Atoms being infinite, we live in a multiverse. For Jains there are multiple realms of existence that
escalate in an ascending order. Democritus imagines infinite universes moving around occasionally
bouncing on each other and the bigger crashing the weaker. No universe is eternal, although its

constituent atoms persist ready to recluster and form a new universe.

The indestructibility of atoms implies that the world is eternal. Atoms have no beginning and no end,

continuing their mechanistic motion to all eternity.

The question of the origin of the world becomes irrelevant and so does the debate on the first cause, be

it a principle (or set of principles) or an agent.

Interaction between bodies is generally conceived on the paradigm of fluids. It takes place by influx of

subtle matter from one body to the other. The most prominent channel of pouring matter is the senses.

3. Atomist Theory of Jainism

In Jainism, the atomist theory works as the basis of understanding reality in order to escape from the
constraints of matter and body and attain liberation of spirit in a state of utter isolation and
transcendence. In this respect, it has a transformational function. | mean that it is not enough to know
the atomist theory; the disciple or Jain oriented person needs to put an end to the inflow of impure
karmic matter. She needs to engage in prescribed practices that eventually lead to liberation. By
practicing, the agent is gradually transformed from tainted to purified liberated soul. Expectedly, all
reality is divided into two categories: spirit and no spirit. Uncreated, they constantly interact with each
other producing the dynamics of the universe.

The soul (jiva) is described in these terms:

The sentient substance (soul) is characterized by the function of understanding, is
incorporeal, performs actions (doer), is co-extensive with its own body. It is the
enjoyer (of its actions), located in the world of rebirth (samsara) or emancipated
(moksha) (and) has the intrinsic movement upwards (Dravyasamgraha 2).

Furthermore, the soul is uncreated and eternal, infinite in number, intangible and formless. It consists
of pure consciousness (cetana), experiences knowledge and perception. It is the knower, the
experiencer, the agent in any living being. It can attain omniscience, and put an end to the cycle of
rebirths. It comes in different number of senses, ranging from one (palpation), found already in the
cosmic elements of water, earth, etc. to five (ours). Therefore everything in the universe has a soul and

is a living being, albeit with different degrees of consciousness.
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The spiritless elements are matter (pudgala), principle of motion (dharma), principle of rest (adharma),
space (akasa) and time (kala). Matter consists of ultimate particles (paramanu) that possess qualities
and exist either in subtle or gross form. They are in constant motion and can combine, react, vibrate,
etc. Jains distinguish smooth or rough atoms which behave in the manner of positive-negative electric
charges that endow them with binding force to cluster together and form different kinds of matter

among others karmic matter.

The law of karma, as the law of action and result, takes a realist twist in Jain psycho-cosmology.
Everything, except spirit, being a product of matter, karma has a material substance that, as such,

exercises its binding force on the spirit and infiltrates it.

Dravyakarmas simply mean matter which flows into the soul with every thought
and word and deed. Bhava karmas are inner mental states, that is feelings, cravings
and the like which are the causes that lead to the inflow of matter towards the soul.
The bondage of the soul consists in the state of embodiment which signifies
association with matter... The inflow of matter... takes place only because of a
certain kind of magnetic attraction which the soul develops under the influence of
desire (Tattvasutra).

The influx of karmic matter into the soul takes place through forty-two channels. Among them are the

five sense faculties, the activities of mind, word and deed, the feelings of wrath, greed, etc.

From the origins, the spirit lives “clothed with material bodies,” imprisoned in every rebirth in a
concrete body by the power and attractive force of karmic matter. It thus undergoes innumerable
modifications as the karmic actions obscure consciousness. Meritorious karmic actions drive the soul
to ascending evolutionary rebirths whilst evil ones plunge it in a regressive order of painful rebirths.
Consciousness, i.e. the soul, persists as a continuum, but its modes are constantly changing according

to karma.

At this point, I would like to note that the specific mode of interconnectivity between matter and spirit
instantiated by the metaphor of the flow bears similarity with the Democritean theory of sense
perception. Democritus seems to argue that vision, for instance, comes from outflows of atoms directed
from the object to the eye. There, in interaction with eye atoms is formed an impression/image of the
object which constitutes vision. In both Jainism and Democritus the experience of self and others as
well as the life stream are construed on the verge of a constant flow of atoms pouring inwards and

affecting different bodily functions.
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4. Atomist Theory of Democritus

If Jainism mobilizes the atomist theory in order to explain the binding of the soul to the body by means
of karma and the ensuing innumerable rebirths until final liberation, Democritus addresses a
metaphysical issue, namely the concepts of being and no being. Democritus is supposed to have
received the teaching of the atomist theory, most probably in a rudimentary form, from an otherwise
unknown lonian (Milesian) philosopher, Leucippus. Ancient scholars, taking the hint from Aristotle,
try to understand the atomist theory as a response to Parmenides’ ontological argument on the being.
According to Parmenides and the Eleatic school, the being is one, whole, indestructible, all-
encompassing and motionless. No being is not, it is nothing; therefore, it does not exist. Only the being

exists.

As ancient sources expose atomism, Demaocritus is supposed to ground his theory on this ontology by
exponentially multiplying the number of beings from one to infinite endowing each one of them with
the Parmenidean ontological attributes. These infinite beings are the atoms. The complete term is
“indivisible idea” (atomos idea), meaning that particles segregate to volumes not haphazardly but in
specific forms. Plato borrowed the concept of idea from Democritus, dissociated form from materiality

and handed it down to future generations.

According to Democritus, atoms, indivisible particles, exist, are solid and full, without gap in their
matter or essence, have no qualities but differentiate by shape, arrangement and position. Lastly, they
are in constant motion. Their motion is made possible by the void, which Democritus identifies with
no being, nothing although it is endowed with existence. Infinite atoms move constantly in the infinite
void and combine to form bigger and bigger clusters which constitute the objects of the world we
experience. So, the atomist theory introduces two major innovations in Greek metaphysics: first, the

being becomes infinite in number and then no being, although nothing, exists.*

The human soul is composed of atoms from the element fire, spherical in shape and causes motion. All
biological and psychological functions are produced by various combinations of atoms. Thought is
produced by physical movements of atoms and so does every perception, feeling, etc. The outcome is
a deterministic world without purpose as everything is explained by antecedent causes following the

mathematical paradigm.

4 For the atomist theory, see DK 12 A15; DK 67 A6, A8, A16, A38, A57; DK 28 A44; DK 68 A50, B156.
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5. Discussion of Causality

Causality, as opposed to teleology, as sole universal law to explain all kinds of phenomena, from
physical to psychological, is another significant convergence of atomist theories. Both ancient and
modern commentators underline the preference of Democritus for the word “cause” (aitia), prominent
in a number of titles attributed to his works. A word and concomitant concept that soon came to be
widely used and, gaining momentum came to dislodge concurrent interpretive schemes — particularly
the generational model of the pre-Socratics — as the most reliable way to explain things in western
culture. In antiquity, “strict” causality as the chain of causes and effects seemed quite inadequate to
explain physical phenomena not to speak of matters of the soul. Mostly it was cupped by the

teleological cause explaining the purpose and function of an object, i.e. what it was made for.

Ancient writers recurrently stress what to their intellectual habits seemed an outright deficiency in
Democritus’ principle of causation, namely that he does not advance a principle of motion, but
maintains that atoms move by their own nature. He invariably uses the word “spontaneously”
(automaton), a word that his commentators erroneously interpret as meaning by chance, randomly. In
fact, Democritus argues that infinite atoms existing in infinite void, there is no reason for them not to
move; therefore, they move. Likewise, physical bodies have the capacity to move in a strictly
deterministic manner (“by reason and necessity”). If at a universal scale we observe and are able-
theoretically at least- to compute the movements of physical objects, we need to go back to their
antecedent causes and thus explain, and concurrently predict, the production of any phenomenon.

The necessary binding of the effect to its cause(s) suggests an interesting similarity with the Jain law
of karma. In Jainism, as we have discussed, karma is of the essence of matter and works in a strictly
deterministic way. The motion of material objects obeys to physical laws and to their own intrinsic
nature. Therefore, karmic actions flow in the soul and direct it to its future destination/rebirth.
Endowing matter with self-movement makes possible the principle of causality as overarching

explicative scheme in both Jainism and Democritus.

At this crucial innovation of Democritus, we may reflect on a possible, most likely indirect, Jain
paradigm. During our time period, 7""— 5" centuries BCE, the law of karma and the law of causality as
a universal law governing all phenomena, both physical and mental, was hotly debated and consistently
advanced not only by Jains but also by Buddhists. Although of archaic origin, the law of karma was

studied, promoted and firmly established during that period.

Being a keen listener as well as innovative thinker, Democritus may have seized the incontestable

advantage of causality as explicative scheme, a “spontaneous”, i.e. without recourse to external agent,
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cause and effect mechanism that can prove infallible, if properly handed. No more vague and subjective
purposes to seek for or an all-powerful creator to decipher his whims. In their specific manner, Jainism
and Democritus affirm the reliability of data as sole explicative paradigm. Certainly, their respective
ideas of what data is are quite different from ours. First, both theories distrust sense data as dubious
sources of truth. They rely on mental data no less real to them than objects of sense experience. Being
all of the nature of atoms, materiality conditions a rigorous, albeit not readily observable, chain of
causes and effects. Moreover, as Jainism affirmed the all-powerful individual soul, Democritus

affirmed the all-powerful rational human being, sole responsible for their actions.

For the law of karma in Jainism and Democritean causality manages ample room for personal initiative
and responsibility, akin to free will. The law of karma looks back to antecedent causes in order to
awake humans to their unique chance to enter the path to liberation or, at least, perform meritorious
deeds leading to less painful rebirths. Human volition exists and is at work in every karmic act.
Decision and performance may have antecedent causes, but remain acts of personal will inasmuch as

we may refuse or adhere to our sensory perceptions.

Democritus equally argues that living in a deterministic world does not obstruct our will from choosing
the right thing. The right consists in a life of inner tranquility, equanimity and education. Humans can
overcome inborn handicaps, such as not swimming, by education. Such actions perfect nature and

enhance its intrinsic beauty.

Conclusions

A direct historical contact between Jains and Democritus remains highly problematic. An indirect
contact, be it at the Persian court or elsewhere during Democritus’ travels, is an object of serious
reflection. Both biographical and doctrinal indices point to a probable acquaintance of Democritus with

Indian teachings.

The atomist theory, although not unknown to earlier Greek thinkers, acquires with Democritus
unprecedented momentum and enters once for all in the Western intellectual tradition. It is worth noting
that until the eighteenth century it remained virtually unchanged and only the boom of scientific

progress has turned it obsolete.

A significant implication of the atomist theory, the principle of causality as reliable, efficient and
unique interpretive scheme further relies Democritean atomism to the Indian law of karma. As the law
of karma explains all existence by antecedent causes and their effects, etiology explains all things,

physical and mental, by a similar mechanism.
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We thus arrive to a universal law unifying all things, physical, biological, mental, possibly also moral
(if we accept an opinion that Democritus’ moral philosophy reflects and emanates from his physical
theory), the very goal of all serious science from Jainism and Democritus until today. Jainism and
Democritus provide ample ground to reflect on possible affinities/affiliations between ancient Indian

and ancient Greek philosophers.

References

Diels, H. and Kranz, W. Die Fragmente der Vorsokratiker: Griechisch und Deutsch [Fragments of
the Pre-Socratics: Greek and German]. Dublin ; Zurich: Weidmann, 1972. Vol. 20. 616 p.
(Reprint of the 1903 edition).

Nemicandra. Dravyasamgraha (Compendium of Substances) [Electronic resource]. Wikipedia.org.
Available at: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Dravyasamgraha.

Umaswami. Tattvartha Sutra [Electronic resource] / English translation. Archive.org. Available at:
https://archive.org/details/tattvarthbook10webf.

Vol. 15, Nos. 1&2,
BIOCOSMOLOGY — NEO-ARISTOTELISM Winter/Spring 2025




