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‘about environmental problems and adopting practical methods to curtail these, we can
restore the natural balance of these crucial elements of life.

Conclusions

Although various religious philosophies differ in many details yet emphasize the
fundamental nity of the universe through the recognition of Panch Tattvaas a basis of
creation. The knowledge of Panch Tattva makes us aware of the concord and mutual
interrelation of all things and beings. It helps us transcend the notion of an isolated
individual seff and identify ourselves with the ultimate reality. Presently, there is a dire
need to reverence these essential elements of life and do our best to maintain th
pristine glory.
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Five Classical Elements of Creation -
Religious Perspectives
Dr. Devinoer Pat SincH, M.Sc., Pr.D*

The five classical elements of creation are also known as Panch Tattva or the basic
‘elements of ife. Within these, and through these, life has prevailed and evolved. Various
religious philosophies, though they differin many details, yet emphasize the fundamental
unity of the universe through the recognition of these elements as the basis of creation.
Thus, Panch Tattva's knowledge helps us transcend the notion of an isolated individual
self and identify ourselves with the ultimate reality.

Ancient Greek philosophy describes four classical elements of creation. These
‘elements are air, water, earth, and fire [1). Empedocles called these the four "roots. Plato
‘was the first person to use the term "element" n reference to air, fire, earth, and water [2].
Avistotle reasoned that the stars must be made of a different, unchangeable, heavenly
substance - ‘aether [3]. Thus, in the European tradition, the fith element s referred to as
“aether.’ In contrast, in Indian tradition, itis called ‘akasha." In the Western tradition, the
concept of Five basic elements' was originated from Babylonian mythology. Enuma Elis,
atextwritten in 1800-1600 BC, describes five cosmic elements: sea, earth, fire, sky, and
wind [4].

Element - Meaning of the Term

The Greek word for element, stoicheion, meant "smallest division," the smallest unit
from which aword or thing is formed 5]. These five elements (Panch Tattva) of creation
are classical and do not resonate with the term elementin moder science. According to
modern science, an element is made up of atoms. An atom is the smallest division ofa
substance that can exist either alone or in combination and contains the characteristics of
the substance. Scientists have discovered that there are 92 naturally occurring elements.
According to modern science, Air is a mixture of several gaseous elements and
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compounds. Water is a compound. Earth or soilis a mixture of several solid compounds.
Fire is electromagnetic energy. Aether o akashais the closest parallel to the space-time
continuum. Thus, the classical elements cannot be treated as elements in the moderm
sense. However, Panch Tattvais a classical concept to explain the phenomenon of the
world and lfe.

Five Classical Elements in Various Religions

In Hinduism, Pancha Mahabhuta (five great elements) are named as bhumi (earth),
jala (water), agni (fire), pavan (air), shunya or akash (void or aether). Al the creation is
made up of these five essential elements. Upon death or decay, the beings and things
dissolve into these elements, balancing the cycle of Nature. Akasha, the most subtle
element, was used to create the other four elements. Each element produced, in its
tumn, is used to create the next element, each less subtle than the last [6]. Associated
with the five senses, these act as the gross medium for the experience of sensations.
Earth, the basest element, was created using allthe other elements. It can be perceived
by all five senses-hearing, touch, sight, taste, smell. Water, the next higher element,
has no odor but can be heard, felt, seen and tasted. Fire can be heard, felt, and seen.
Air can be heard and felt. Akasha s the medium of sound but s inaccessible to all other
senses.

In Tibetan Philosophy, the five fundamental processes of the earth, water., fire, air,
and space are essential elements of all existent phenomena. T. W. Rinpoche states that
the physical properties assigned to these elements are earth (solidity), water (cohesion);
fire (temperature); air (motion); space (spatial dimension). From the five elements arise
the five senses and the five fields of sensual experience. They are the five primary pranas
(vital energies). They constitute every physical, sensual, mental, and spiritual phenomenon
-8l

In Japanese tradition, these elements of creation are called 'go dai, literally ‘ive
great’ These elements are earth, water, fire, wind/air, and void [6]. Herein, the earth
represents solid things. Water represents liquid things. Fire represents things that destroy.
Air represents things that moved. Void or Spirit represents things, not of our daily life.

In Taism, five elements (or phases) are slightly different than in other religions.
These elements are - Earth, Water, Fire, Metal and Wood. Here the air is replaced
with i, which is a force or energy rather than an element. According to Taoism,
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Universe consists of heaven and earth. Heaven is made of i, and earth is made of
five elements [6]. Yin, Yang, and five elements are recurring themes in the oldest
Chinese classical text, | Ching. The Doctrine of five phases describes two cycles of
balance, a generating or creation cycle and an overcoming or destruction cycle of
interactions between the phases.

There s a different set of elements in Chinese tradition, namely Fire, Earth, Water,
Metal and Wood. These are understood as different types of energy rather than other
kinds of material. Although usually translated as ‘element, the Chinese word xing means
something like ‘changing states of being' [6]. These elements are seen as ever-changing
‘and moving forces or energies (in a state of constant interaction with one another). Thus,
one translation of wu xing s ‘the five changes.

In Paliliterature, the mahabhuta (great elements) or catudhatu (four elements) are
earth, water, fire and air. Four primary material elements are the sensory qualities: solidity
(earth),fuidity (water),temperature (fire), mobilty (air). With these elements, one observes
how a physical thing is sensed, felt, perceived [9]. Thanissaro Bhikku renders an extract
of Shakyamuni Buddha's from Pali into English thus: ‘In this body, there is the earth
property, the liquid property, the fire property, & the wind property [7]."

InSikhism, panch tattvas are water, fire, ai, earth and aether [10-11]. Sikh theology
describes that the Creator created all these elements from the primal void. It elaborates
thatall creation, including the human body, comprises these five essential elements. Upon
death, the human body dissolves into these elements, thus balancing the cycle of Nature.
Guru Nanak, the first Sikh Guru, proclaims that

wy 3 @t fgod w1 o oy G 33 ufs @0

Ap tej vae parithmi akasa. Tin meh panch tat ghar vasa.

Inthe house of the five elements, e.g., water, fire, air, earth and aether, all beings
dwell. (SGGS: 1031)

Thus, ‘Panch Tattva is an essential classical conceptin almostall religions to explain
the world and life phenomenon.

Significance of the Classical Elements.

Airis a provider of breath to living beings. To survive, plants, animals, or conscious
Iife largely depend on the water element. Earth encompasses allthe iving and non-living
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substances within the temrestrial environment. It represents nourishment on all levels. Fire
provides vitality to living things. Itis the prime-mover of the life-sustaining water cycle and
the primary source of energy for photosynthesis. Between these four elements is the
finely dispersed ffth element called Aether. In Hindu philosophy, Akasha (or Aether) is all-
pervading and imperceptible physical substance. An East Indian word, akasha, means
inner space, reflecting the belief that the universe is within and without us.

Panch Tattva - The essence of |

Various religious philosophies express that the entire creation is formed from five:
dlassical elements. The variance of these elements is the fundamental cause of the diverse
world we live in. Butall visible and invisible things originate from only one source of ife -
the Ultimate reality. Therefore, recognizing the five faces of all-nclusive unity, out of which
the Panch Tattvasarose, enables us to develop spirtual awareness and become conscious
ofthis unity.

The following example may suffice to understand their working. For the growth of a
tree, its roots absorb water and minerals necessary for growth from the earth. The tree
breaths in carbon dioxide from the air through its leaves and receives light and warmth
from sunbeams. Thus, it grows upwards in space (akasha). If someone sets the tree on
fire, the elements would be released from it. The water will evaporate. The light that had
shone on the tree for many years will bum outin a mighty flame. The oxygen thatthe tree:
has been "breathing out" will enable this burning process, and nurients from the soil will
tuminto ash. The ash will again serve as a source of minerals for other forms of lfe. The
space between its constituting components will merge with the surrounding space.

Human beings also contain these elements. Disruption of the delicate harmony of
these elements within the human body gives rise to diseases. The interrelatedness of
humans and Panch Tattvas places a tremendous responsibility on us for addressing the
concerms about purity and protection of these elements. Currently, our modern industrial
civilization is colliding violently with this basic fabric of life. Consequently, the earth's
‘ecological system has been compromised with horrid consequences. At present, all these:
elements are under significant threat. Air pollution, water pollution, soil pollution, noise
pollution and electromagnetic pollution make our planet sick day by day. If this trend,
causing the imbalance of elements, is not checked, and treated in time, our earth may
become a lfeless desertincapable of supporting lfe. By educating ourselves and others





