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Ascetic nonviolence and ethical intervention  
Rethinking Jain bioethics through the Maitreya episode of the film Ship of Theseus  
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This article examines the Maitreya episode in Anand Gandhi’s Ship of Theseus 
(2012) as a site for rethinking key tensions within Jain bioethics. Focusing on a 
Jain monk’s dilemma—whether to accept medical treatment involving animal-
tested drugs— the article argues that the film does not merely illustrate Jain eth-
ical principles but stages a structural conflict between ascetic nonviolence and 
forms of ethical intervention. Drawing on scholarship on Jain approaches to ill-
ness, medicine, and nonhuman life, the analysis combines close reading with con-
ceptual inquiry. Particular attention is given to the limitations of the commonly 
invoked distinction between ‘orthodox’ and ‘diaspora’ Jainism, which the film 
complicates by presenting a figure whose ethical position remains internally un-
stable. Rather than resolving this tension, Ship of Theseus foregrounds the diffi-
culty of translating abstract commitments to nonviolence into concrete deci-
sions. The article suggests that Jain bioethics is best understood not as a coherent 
doctrinal system but as a field of ongoing negotiation, and that film can serve as 
a productive medium for exploring the limits of ethical reasoning in contempo-
rary contexts. 
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1. Introduction  

The relationship between religion and bioethics has often been explored through major religious 

traditions, while smaller and less institutionally visible traditions such as Jainism have received 

comparatively limited attention. This relative absence is notable, given that Jainism articulates one of 

the most rigorous and systematic reflections on ahiṃsā (nonviolence), the moral status of living beings, 

and the ethical implications of harm. At the same time, discussions of religion in film studies have 

rarely engaged Jain thought as a resource for ethical analysis, particularly in relation to contemporary 

Indian independent cinema. 

This article addresses this gap by examining the Maitreya episode in Anand Gandhi’s Ship of 

Theseus (2012). Rather than offering a general reading of the film, it focuses on a single narrative 
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segment in which a Jain monk is confronted with a bioethical dilemma: whether to accept medical 

treatment that relies on animal testing or to refuse it in accordance with ascetic commitments to 

nonviolence. This dilemma brings into tension a set of ethical orientations internal to Jainism itself, 

including the refusal of harm, the value of bodily renunciation, and the possibility of intervention in 

situations of suffering. 

The central argument is that the Maitreya episode does not merely illustrate Jain ethical 

principles but stages a structural tension within Jain bioethics between ascetic non-intervention and 

forms of socially engaged or interventionist ethics. This difficulty cannot be adequately explained 

through the commonly invoked opposition between ‘orthodox’ and ‘diaspora’ Jainism, which tends to 

oversimplify a more complex and internally differentiated field of positions. Instead, the film exposes 

the instability of such categorical distinctions by presenting a figure whose ethical position is neither 

fully consistent nor reducible to a single doctrinal standpoint. 

Methodologically, the article combines close reading of selected scenes with conceptual analysis 

grounded in scholarship on Jain ethics, particularly in relation to illness, medicine, and the moral status 

of nonhuman life. Rather than treating the film as a transparent representation of Jain doctrine, it 

approaches it as a site of ethical problematization in which philosophical tensions are rendered visible 

through narrative and dialogue. The aim is not to assess the accuracy of the film’s portrayal, but to use 

it as a lens through which to rethink key issues in Jain bioethics. This approach aligns with broader 

discussions on religion and film that emphasize cinema not as a passive medium of representation, but 

as a site of ethical and philosophical inquiry (Lyden 2003; Deacy 2016). 

The article proceeds by outlining key tensions within Jain bioethics, analyzing Maitreya’s dilemma 

and his dialogue with Charvak, and finally reconsidering the limits of existing interpretive categories.  

 

2. Jain bioethics: Nonviolence, illness, and intervention 

2.1. Illness and medicine in the Jain perspective 

To situate the fluctuation between ascetic nonviolence and ethical intervention more precisely, it is 

necessary to outline how Jain ethical thought has addressed questions of nonviolence, illness, and 

intervention, particularly in relation to the body and its vulnerabilities. 

Jain ethical thought is structured around the principle of nonviolence, which extends to all forms 

of life. However, its application to questions of illness and medical treatment has historically been 

complex. Early Jain ascetic traditions tended to view the body as an obstacle to liberation and regarded 

the alleviation of physical suffering as potentially counterproductive to spiritual progress, insofar as it 

risked reinforcing attachment to the body (Zysk 1991: 38). The ideal body was an ascetic one, a vehicle 
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for karmic eradication through various bodily mortifications, retreats, and other ascetic disciplines. 

Illness was therefore to be endured rather than treated, and medical intervention was regarded with 

suspicion both because it involved forms of violence and because it threatened ascetic detachment. 

Physicians, in this context, could even be seen as an agent of harm, since treatment often entailed the 

destruction of microorganisms or the use of animal-derived substances.  

Over time, however, this position underwent significant modifications. Later textual traditions 

and monastic practices increasingly recognized the legitimacy—and at times the necessity—of caring 

for the sick (Deo 1954: 437). The body came to be understood not only as a site of impurity and bondage, 

but also as an instrument required for the pursuit of liberation. Medical treatment could thus be 

justified as a form of compassion or as a pragmatic response to the conditions of embodied existence 

(Granoff 2017). 

Contemporary Jain approaches to medicine reflect this dynamic. Vegetarianism is generally 

identified as the main marker of Jain identity. Consequently, although there are no strict rules 

regarding medical use, Jains typically avoid medicines containing animal-derived substances (such as 

cod liver oil, gelatin, enzymes, muscle tissue, or blood) and those developed through animal testing. 

While the principle of ahiṃsā continues to shape ethical concerns—particularly in relation to animal-

derived substances and animal testing—many Jains adopt a pragmatic approach that allows for medical 

intervention under certain conditions. Decisions regarding treatment are often understood as matters 

of individual ethical judgment rather than strict doctrinal obligation. Lay Jain medical professionals 

emphasize healthy living and prevention. In the care of monks and nuns in particular, special attention 

is often paid to prescribing non-animal-based medicines or treatments that do not interfere with 

fasting periods. 

Although it is commonly believed that monks and nuns reject medicine in all its forms, today some 

accept medical care for acute or chronic conditions, ranging from herbal remedies to large-scale 

surgical interventions. The film itself shows an elderly monk being examined by a doctor and taking 

prescribed medicines. Among lay Jains, a pragmatic attitude prevails: the benefits of modern medicine 

are generally accepted, though accompanied by specific concerns such as karmic implications or the 

use of animal-based ingredients. A widespread assumption persists that the most effective medical 

treatment is austerity, which burns off harmful karma, as well as the conviction that devotional 

practices can aid in healing (Jain 2021).  

Animal testing remains a controversial issue in contemporary biomedical ethics, often framed as 

a dichotomy between supporting animals or supporting science, leaving little room for intermediate 

positions. Viewed through a modern bioethical lens, Jain principles of animal ethics suggest an 
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approach that places the animal world on an equal plane, rejecting sacrifice and endorsing 

vegetarianism. However, in other ethical domains, Jain principles display a hierarchical approach 

based on a progressive scale of beings with one to five senses. According to the principle of harm 

reduction, many Jain healthcare practitioners accept that some harm to animals may occur for the 

advancement of medicine, but they personally refrain from causing such harm (Donaldson 2022). 

According to the Jain taxonomy of living beings with one to five senses, both vaccines and 

antibiotics use living beings and require testing on living beings; and when effective, they destroy even 

the smallest living beings deemed harmful to the patient's well-being. However, the choice is up to 

each individual. The same applies to choices regarding blood transfusions. Postmortem organ donation 

is also a matter of individual choice. 

Within this framework, end-of-life practices occupy a central place. Modern medical science aims 

to prolong life at all costs, whereas Jainism holds that keeping a person in a vegetative state prevents 

the liberation of the soul. The ideal way for a mendicant to die in the Jain tradition is to renounce 

medical care, food, and liquids when the body can no longer properly sustain one’s vows. This may take 

the form of sallekhanā, the voluntary renunciation of food and bodily attachment at the end of life (Jain 

and Chapple 2020; Settar 2017). The ultimate renunciation of medicine and the body when it can no 

longer serve the goals of one’s jīva (soul) is considered an act of great karmic merit and the highest 

expression of nonviolence. In practice, however, it is undertaken by a relatively small number of monks 

and an even smaller number of laypeople. Those who take this vow are regarded as saints and, as shown 

in the film, become objects of pilgrimage for the community. 

The ambivalence between the ascetic renunciation of the body and the pragmatic acceptance of 

medical care remains unresolved. Rather than producing a stable ethical model, Jain bioethics sustains 

an ongoing negotiation between non-intervention and intervention, between the minimization of 

harm and the alleviation of suffering. It is within this conceptual framework that Maitreya’s refusal of 

treatment in Ship of Theseus can be understood: not as an isolated choice, but as an attempt to sustain a 

rigorous interpretation of nonviolence under conditions that render such coherence increasingly 

difficult. 

 

2.2. The ontological status of animals in Jainism 

Among the world's religious and philosophical traditions, Jainism stands out for its consistent ethical 

commitment toward animals. This is doubly significant because it aligns with the Jain conception that 

human existence represents a privileged form of birth, distinct from that of animals and plants. 
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In the Jain worldview, liberation (mokṣa) entails the cessation of the cycle of rebirths for liberated jīva-

s. Unlike some Hindu views, however, the liberated soul remains individuated rather than merging 

with the absolute brahman. Moreover, all living beings possess souls, not only humans and nonhuman 

animals. A recognized hierarchy of beings exists, based on the number of senses they possess. At the 

lowest level are souls that have only the sense of touch, such as plants. Other beings—worms (two 

senses), ants (three), and flies (four)—occupy the intermediate levels of the Jain ontological system. At 

the top of the hierarchy are the pañcendriya, the most sensorially differentiated beings endowed with 

five senses: animals, both human and nonhuman (Wiley 2006). 

Although the ideal is to avoid harming any living being, Jain thought also recognizes the practical 

impossibility of doing so. Jaina dietary practices, while requiring vegetarianism, transcend the 

dichotomy between consuming non-sentient beings and avoiding sentient ones. Although the 

complete practice of ahiṃsā is extremely difficult, the degree of violence can be minimized by 

consuming only monosensual beings. Recently, a Jain vegan movement has emerged, which, 

considering the nature of industrial agriculture and certain industries such as leather and dairy, avoids 

animal products like milk and ghee that were traditionally acceptable and remain popular today. 

However, as Vallely (2014: 29) notes, this Jain vegan movement is largely composed of younger 

generations. 

Lay Jain communities are also known for charitable donations supporting medical care and for 

founding and managing shelters, veterinary hospitals, and water stations for animals (Chapple 2006: 

245–8). In reality, however, Jainism does not encourage the individual adoption of animals, as a human 

household is typically organized according to human needs, and living in such an environment would 

not necessarily minimize harm to the nonhuman animal. Practices such as castration, the use of 

leashes, and feeding pets commercial pet food cannot be regarded as ‘less harmful,’ since they primarily 

serve human convenience. 

What distinctly characterizes the Jain way of being is the experience of life as relationality—

existence that is always and inevitably shared with other beings. The experience of life, with the myriad 

beings it encompasses, is both a fact and a source for understanding life’s existential purpose. 

Liberation is a genuine ontological transition that arises not from an ideological impulse but from the 

fundamental experience of being sentient with others. It becomes possible when one keeps all senses 

alert and attuned to the complex stratifications of existence, recognizing deeply the condition of 

suffering, especially that of simpler beings. Only human beings can attain liberation, but the nonhuman 

element expresses the ultimate goal of the shared existential trajectory, reminding humanity of its 

urgent need for release. 
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2.3. Different forms of interventionism 

One of the key tensions in Maitreya’s character is linked to ‘interventionism’ (Tuminello 2019). The 

question of intervention represents one of the most contested issues in the interpretation of Jain ethics. 

While the principle of ahiṃsā is often understood as requiring the avoidance of harm in all its forms, 

its practical implications remain ambiguous. Classical formulations prohibit not only committing 

violence, but also causing or approving it. As prescribed in the Daśavaikālika-sūtra, observance of the 

great vow of ahiṃsā entails abstaining from violence—not committing it through body, speech, or 

mind, not allowing others to commit it, and not approving of violence committed by others (Lalwani 

1973: 30). At first glance, this might suggest an obligation to intervene in order to prevent harm. 

However, over time, this principle has often been interpreted in ways that prioritize internal 

disposition over external action, leading to an ethic oriented toward restraint rather than intervention.  

This tendency has been described, for example, in Laidlaw’s notion of an ‘ethic of quarantine,’ in 

which the primary concern is not the active prevention of harm, but the minimization of one’s own 

involvement in the cycle of violence that characterizes saṃsāra (Laidlaw 1995: 153). Practices such as 

careful movement, dietary restriction, and the avoidance of contact with other forms of life function 

less as attempts to transform the world than as techniques for limiting karmic entanglement. In this 

sense, ahiṃsā  is not primarily interventionist, but self-regulatory. 

At the same time, this interpretation has been challenged by scholars who point to the existence 

of more engaged forms of Jain ethics. Ethnographic and historical studies show that many Jains—both 

lay and monastic—have participated in forms of activism related to animal welfare, environmental 

protection, and social care (Laws 2011; Evans 2014). These approaches suggest that the reduction of 

suffering may, in certain contexts, justify forms of intervention, even if such actions risk generating 

karmic consequences. 

The tension between these orientations is difficult to resolve. Intervention may alleviate suffering 

but risks perpetuating cycles of harm; non-intervention may preserve ascetic integrity but allow 

suffering to continue. Rather than offering a definitive solution, Jain ethical discourse appears to 

sustain this tension as an ongoing problem. 

This ambivalence is clearly reflected in the figure of Maitreya in Ship of Theseus. His actions—

saving a millipede, engaging in legal activism, yet initially refusing medical treatment—do not conform 

to a single ethical model. Instead, they reveal the difficulty of applying abstract commitments to 

nonviolence in concrete situations, where the distinction between action and inaction becomes itself 

ethically charged. These tensions become more fully visible when examined within narrative form. 

 



Kervan – International Journal of Afro-Asiatic Studies 30/Special Issue on Jain Studies (2026) 

 

117 
 

3. The film context 

These tensions are not merely theoretical but take on greater clarity when situated within a narrative 

framework. Ship of Theseus (2012, 139’), directed by Anand Gandhi, is a philosophically oriented film 

that explores questions of identity, ethics, and transformation through three interconnected narrative 

strands. It provides a particularly effective case, as it explores ethical questions through embodied and 

dialogical situations rather than hypothetical argument. 

Anand Gandhi is a renowned Indian filmmaker, born in 1980 into a modest Vaishnava Gujarati 

family. His surname was originally Modi, but after his mother remarried, he was raised in a Gujarati 

Jain family and took the surname Gandhi. He is a polymath artist, thinker, entrepreneur, media 

producer, innovator, and systems researcher. His first feature-length film Ship of Theseus premiered at 

the Toronto International Film Festival and won the prestigious 2014 National Film Award for Best 

Feature Film, along with a dozen other national and international honors. Although Gandhi identifies 

as non-religious, he was awarded an honorary prize by the Jain Academy Educational and Research 

Centre of the University of Mumbai for his contribution to Indian philosophy.  

Indian cinema is often associated with commercial Bollywood productions rather than with 

discussions on topics such as neuroscience, microbiology, extended phenotypes, the nature of 

consciousness, morality, and individual responsibility. Yet, this is what this film offers, and the 

reference to Plutarch’s ‘Ship of Theseus’ paradox is explained in the opening credits: “As the planks of 

Theseus’ ship needed repair, they were replaced one by one, until none of the original parts remained. 

Is it, then, still the same ship? If all the discarded parts were used to build another ship, which of the 

two, if either, is the original Ship of Theseus?” 

Ship of Theseus unfolds through three interconnected stories that explore questions of identity, 

ethics, and transformation following organ transplantation. While the first and third episodes address, 

respectively, the problem of personal identity and issues of social justice, the second episode centers 

on Maitreya, a śvetāmbara Jain monk—belonging to the branch of Jainism characterized by the ascetic 

practice of wearing white clothes, the other being digambara, whose ascetic practitioners go naked.  

Rather than engaging with the film as a whole, this article focuses exclusively on the second episode, 

using close reading to analyze how ethical tensions are articulated through narrative, character, and 

dialogue. The aim is not to offer a comprehensive interpretation of the film, but to examine how it 

renders visible the limits of ethical coherence within Jain bioethics. 

Maitreya lives according to strict ascetic principles but is also actively engaged in legal and 

political efforts against animal testing. His ethical commitments are put under strain when he is 

diagnosed with liver cirrhosis and must decide whether to undergo treatment involving drugs tested 



Alessandra Consolaro – Ascetic nonviolence and ethical intervention: Rethinking Jain bioethics  

118 
 

on animals. Rejecting medical intervention as incompatible with his commitment to nonviolence, he 

initially chooses to embrace sallekhanā, the Jain practice of voluntary death through fasting. However, 

at a critical moment, he reverses his decision and accepts treatment. The film does not fully explain 

this shift, instead foregrounding the tension between ascetic ideals, ethical consistency, and the 

complexities of lived decision-making. In the final sequence, Maitreya appears in lay clothing, 

suggesting a transformation that remains open to interpretation. 

The narrative structure of the Maitreya episode does not simply present an ethical dilemma, but 

progressively reconfigures it. A closer reading reveals that the episode unfolds as a trajectory in which 

ethical coherence is first established, then destabilized, and ultimately brought to its limits. 

 

4. Close reading: Ethical trajectory and the limits of coherence 

A close reading of the Maitreya episode reveals that the film is structured not as a static representation 

of Jain ethical principles, but as a dynamic trajectory in which these principles are progressively called 

into question. Rather than presenting a single, coherent ethical position, the narrative unfolds through 

a sequence of transformations that move from apparent consistency to epistemological uncertainty. 

At the outset, Maitreya’s position appears ethically coherent. His commitment to nonviolence is 

articulated as a consistent framework grounded in the minimization of harm and the logic of karmic 

causality. This coherence is reinforced by his refusal of medical treatment and his willingness to 

embrace sallekhanā, which frames the renunciation of the body as a disciplined and meaningful 

culmination. In this initial phase, ethical action is presented as internally consistent and grounded in 

a stable metaphysical framework. 

This coherence is subsequently challenged through Maitreya’s encounters with Charvak. Rather 

than directly opposing Jain ethics, Charvak introduces a series of logical reversals that expose tensions 

internal to its structure. His questioning—often framed through irony and informal dialogue—pushes 

the implications of ahiṃsā to the point where they begin to undermine themselves. In this way, the 

conflict does not emerge as an external critique, but as a consequence of the internal logic of the ethical 

system itself. 

The tension intensifies as the narrative shifts from abstract reasoning to embodied experience. 

Maitreya’s illness introduces a dimension that cannot be fully accommodated within ethical coherence: 

the vulnerability of the body. The progressive deterioration of his physical condition—marked by 

fatigue, pain, and loss of control—foregrounds the limits of ascetic discipline and exposes a gap 
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between ethical ideals and lived reality. The body thus becomes the site at which ethical consistency 

encounters its own constraints. 

This collision with embodiment culminates in a deeper epistemological crisis. As the narrative 

progresses, Maitreya’s confidence in the conceptual foundations of his worldview begins to erode. This 

is most evident in moments where previously stable categories—such as the soul, karma, and moral 

responsibility—are called into question. His eventual admission of uncertainty does not signal a shift 

toward an alternative doctrine, but rather the suspension of the framework that previously sustained 

ethical coherence. 

The final decision to accept treatment does not resolve this trajectory but confirms its 

implications. Significantly, the decision is not justified through explicit ethical reasoning; it is 

expressed instead in minimal, existential terms, indicating a choice that emerges outside the bounds 

of doctrinal coherence. What is at stake is no longer the correct application of principles, but the 

impossibility of fully grounding ethical action within a stable system. 

From this perspective, the Maitreya episode suggests that Jain bioethics cannot be reduced to a 

coherent doctrinal system. Instead, it appears as a field structured by tensions that resist resolution, 

in which ethical reasoning is continually negotiated between principle, embodiment, and uncertainty. 

The film does not resolve these tensions, but renders them visible as constitutive of ethical life itself. 

The trajectory outlined above provides the interpretive framework for a more detailed analysis 

of Maitreya’s dilemma, in which these tensions become visible at the level of specific choices, 

interactions, and narrative situations. 

 

5. Maitreya’s dilemma: Medicine and nonviolence 

Maitreya embodies a form of ascetic discipline grounded in the principle of ahiṃsā, yet his character 

is marked by a significant degree of social engagement. Actively involved in legal action against animal 

testing, he represents a figure in whom ascetic commitment and ethical intervention coexist in 

imbalance rather than harmony. This problem becomes explicit when he is diagnosed with liver 

cirrhosis and must decide whether to undergo treatment involving drugs tested on animals. 

As discussed above, Jain ethical thought has long struggled to reconcile the ascetic rejection of 

the body with the pragmatic acceptance of medical care. In the modern period, this tension has been 

reframed as an opposition between ‘liberation-centered’ and ‘sociocentric’ orientations (Vallely 2006: 

193). In Maitreya, this opposition crystallizes as an internal crisis when he confronts the possibility of 

renouncing the body altogether. 
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His initial refusal of treatment reflects a rigorous interpretation of nonviolence aligned with the 

ascetic ideal of minimizing harm and karmic entanglement. The acceptance of an organ transplant is 

not in itself problematic; rather, the ethical conflict arises from the use of pharmaceuticals developed 

through animal testing. In this context, Maitreya’s decision to reject treatment and embrace sallekhanā 

appears consistent with a liberation-centered orientation, framing death as a disciplined and 

meaningful culmination rather than a failure. 

However, this apparent coherence proves difficult to sustain. The practical reality of illness 

introduces competing ethical demands—between nonviolence toward nonhuman life, the preservation 

of the body as a vehicle for liberation, and the recognition of suffering as a condition that may call for 

response rather than withdrawal. This tension is particularly evident in the scene, where Maitreya’s 

refusal of treatment is not staged as a heroic assertion of principle but unfolds through hesitation, 

dialogue, and the reactions of others. The doctor frames the issue in biomedical terms, while Maitreya 

remains anchored in an ethical vocabulary of nonviolence, exposing a gap between abstract 

commitment and embodied vulnerability. The contrast between these two registers—clinical necessity 

and ethical restraint—reveals a structural mismatch between abstract commitment and embodied 

vulnerability. The refusal is not presented as a decisive moral act, but as a position increasingly strained 

by the conditions of illness. However, this position will prove difficult to sustain. Illness introduces 

competing ethical demands—between nonviolence, the preservation of life, and responsiveness to 

suffering—that cannot be fully reconciled. 

Maitreya’s exchanges with Charvak further intensify this dilemma. Charvak challenges the 

coherence of Maitreya’s position by questioning whether the refusal of treatment constitutes ethical 

consistency or a form of self-directed violence. He raises the problem of intention versus consequence, 

and whether harm can be justified in the pursuit of a greater good. These challenges do not simply 

oppose Jain ethics from an external standpoint; rather, they expose tensions already present within it. 

The film further intensifies this tension through the juxtaposition of abstract discourse and 

embodied violence. While the courtroom frames animal testing as a matter of regulation and policy, 

the laboratory sequence—showing a restrained animal subjected to chemical testing—reintroduces the 

material reality of suffering (Gandhi 2012: 33-36). The sequence alternates between juridical discourse 

and experimental violence, creating a sharp contrast between two ethical registers. In the courtroom, 

animal testing is framed in abstract and institutional terms, as a matter of regulation and policy, 

articulated through a language that appears detached and depoliticized. By contrast, the laboratory 

scene reintroduces the material reality of suffering: the restrained animal, its eye forcibly opened, and 

the chemical applied without mediation. This juxtaposition constructs a fracture between two levels 
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of ethical representation—one in which violence is discursively managed, and another in which it 

remains corporeal and irreducible.  

Maitreya’s position emerges within this gap, where ethical reasoning cannot fully account for the 

violence it seeks to oppose. Maitreya is unable to reconcile the regulatory logic of discourse with the 

immediacy of embodied harm. The limits of this position are ultimately revealed through the 

progressive deterioration of Maitreya’s body. The visual emphasis on physical decline—fatigue, sores, 

loss of control—undermines the ascetic ideal of mastery over the body. At the same time, his eventual 

admission “I don’t know” when asked about the existence of the soul signals a moment of 

epistemological suspension, in which the conceptual foundations of his ethical framework can no 

longer be sustained. 

The moment of reversal is deliberately underdetermined. The film does not provide a clear 

justification for Maitreya’s decision to accept treatment; instead, it presents it as emerging from a 

series of encounters, doubts, and interruptions. This narrative strategy shifts the focus from doctrinal 

correctness to the instability of ethical decision-making in practice. Maitreya’s eventual decision to 

accept treatment does not resolve the dilemma but makes its limits visible, revealing the difficulty of 

sustaining absolute nonviolence within the constraints of embodied existence. The competing 

demands of ethical consistency, bodily survival, and responsiveness to suffering remain irreducible 

within a single framework. 

This dynamic is progressively articulated through Maitreya’s dialogue with Charvak, whose 

perspective introduces a deeper challenge to the assumptions underlying Jain ethical reasoning. By 

questioning not only specific choices but the very foundations of concepts such as karma, the soul, and 

moral causality, Charvak transforms the dilemma from a conflict between competing values into a 

more fundamental crisis of justification. The following section examines how this encounter further 

undermines the ethical framework within which Maitreya initially operates. 

 

6. Charvak and ethical disruption 

Charvak, a young lawyer named after the philosopher who founded the classical materialist school of 

Indian philosophy (Mittal 1974), functions in the film as a critical interlocutor who undermines the 

conceptual framework within which Maitreya operates. Unlike Maitreya, whose ethical reasoning is 

grounded in the principles of ahiṃsā, karma, and liberation, Charvak adopts a rigorously materialist 

position that recognizes only perceptible reality as a valid source of knowledge. In doing so, he calls 
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into question not only specific ethical choices but the metaphysical assumptions that render those 

choices meaningful. 

Charvak’s critique is articulated not through formal argument but through conversational 

interruption, often in contexts that appear informal or even playful. The conflict is sharpened in the 

early exchanges between Maitreya and Charvak, particularly in the scene involving the millipede 

(Gandhi 2012: 33) begins with a long shot of a centipede crawling across the floor while feet hurry past 

in both directions, narrowly avoiding stepping on it. A bare foot briefly enters the frame, along with 

the corner of a stamped legal document. The millipede climbs onto the paper, and Maitreya gently 

places it on a leaf, saving it. “What if the insect’s karma was to be crushed?” asks Charvak, and the two 

begin a conversation, exchanging witty remarks throughout the episode. The ironic tone of the 

exchange—marked by jokes, laughter, and a notable absence of moral pathos—serves to undermine the 

solemnity typically associated with ascetic ethics. 

The sharp and provocative dialogue with Charvak humanizes Maitreya: he is not a symbol but a 

human character who discusses justice, ecology, and animal rights without losing his sense of humor. 

Maitreya is neither solemn nor moralistic; his mission is not to propagate religion but to share his ideas, 

not through sermons or religious assemblies but rather within political and scientific mainstream 

spaces, such as international climate change summits. Both appear as rational interlocutors who 

debate with humor and respect, making the film more of an invitation to reflection than a philosophical 

sermon.  

Charvak’s question is deliberately disarming: it reframes an act of compassion as a possible ethical 

violation, thereby exposing the internal tensions of a strictly non-interventionist interpretation of 

nonviolence. Rather than resolving the issue, the dialogue destabilizes the moral certainty that initially 

underpins Maitreya’s actions. In this scene, a simple act—saving an insect—is recast as a possible 

karmic transgression, turning a moral gesture into a theoretical problem. Charvak’s intervention 

operates through a logical reversal: he does not oppose ahiṃsā, but instead extends its implications to 

an extreme, revealing their paradoxical consequences. In this sense, the conflict is not external to Jain 

ethics, but generated from within its own logic.  

A key dimension of the ethical tension explored in the Maitreya episode concerns the status of 

truth, knowledge, and perspective. Jain philosophy is well known for its commitment to pluralism, 

particularly through the doctrine of anekāntavāda, which holds that reality can be understood only 

from multiple, partial viewpoints. This epistemological stance encourages intellectual humility and 

resists absolutist claims, allowing for a coexistence of perspectives without collapsing them into 

relativism. In the film, this pluralistic framework is implicitly evoked through dialogue and narrative 



Kervan – International Journal of Afro-Asiatic Studies 30/Special Issue on Jain Studies (2026) 

 

123 
 

situations that destabilize certainty. However, it is also subjected to pressure, particularly through the 

figure of Charvak. While Jain pluralism accepts the partial validity of different viewpoints, Charvak’s 

materialist perspective challenges the very foundations of metaphysical and ethical claims by 

restricting valid knowledge to direct perception. In doing so, it pushes relativism toward a more radical 

skepticism, in which concepts such as soul, karma, and liberation lose their grounding. This difficulty 

becomes particularly evident in moments where the boundaries between self and environment are 

called into question. Charvak’s reflections on the body as a composite of microbial life, and on the 

continuous transformation of matter, undermine the idea of a stable, autonomous individual. In 

contrast, Jain thought maintains a commitment to the reality of individual souls while acknowledging 

the complexity of their entanglement with other forms of life. The result is not a simple opposition 

between two philosophical systems, but a destabilization of ethical certainty. Maitreya, who initially 

appears grounded in a coherent worldview, is progressively confronted with the limits of his own 

assumptions. His eventual hesitation—expressed in his admission of not knowing whether the soul 

exists—signals not a conversion to skepticism, but the emergence of a space in which previously secure 

categories become uncertain. In this sense, the film uses the encounter between Jain pluralism and 

materialist skepticism not to resolve philosophical questions, but to expose the fragility of the 

frameworks through which they are usually addressed. 

Through a series of exchanges, Charvak challenges the coherence of Maitreya’s commitment to 

nonviolence. He questions whether intention or outcome should be ethically decisive, whether harm 

can be justified in the pursuit of a greater good, and whether the refusal of medical treatment 

constitutes a morally defensible position or a form of self-directed violence. These challenges do not 

simply oppose Jain ethics from an external standpoint; rather, they expose dynamics that are already 

present within it. 

At the epistemological level, Charvak’s position pushes Jain pluralism toward its limits. While Jain 

thought, through anekāntavāda, acknowledges the partial validity of multiple perspectives, it 

nonetheless maintains a commitment to the reality of the soul, karmic causality, and liberation. 

Charvak, by contrast, rejects these as unverifiable constructs, thereby transforming pluralism into a 

more radical skepticism. In this context, ethical claims lose their metaphysical grounding and must be 

reconsidered in relation to embodied existence alone. 

This epistemological challenge becomes most visible in Charvak’s reflections on the body as a 

‘colony’ of microbial life. By dissolving the boundaries of the individual, this perspective exposes the 

limits of the notion of a coherent subject underlying karmic accountability. Maitreya’s response—his 

eventual admission “I don’t know” when asked about the existence of the soul—marks not a conversion 
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to skepticism, but a suspension of the conceptual framework that previously sustained his ethical 

certainty. 

Charvak’s reflections on the body further sharpen this problem, emphasizing its composite and 

unstable nature. By emphasizing the composite and constantly changing nature of the human 

organism—made up of microbial life and subject to continuous transformation—he undermines the 

notion of a stable, autonomous subject. In doing so, he raises a fundamental question: if the boundaries 

of the self are uncertain, on what basis can moral responsibility and ethical consistency be maintained? 

Maitreya’s response to these challenges is not a systematic refutation but a gradual erosion of 

certainty. His hesitation, and ultimately his admission of not knowing whether the soul exists, does not 

signal a conversion to Charvak’s position but marks the emergence of a space in which previously stable 

categories become uncertain. The dialogue between the two thus shifts the terms of the ethical 

problem: what initially appears as a conflict between competing values within a shared framework 

becomes a more radical crisis concerning the grounds of ethical judgment itself. 

The instability generated through this encounter has broader implications for how Jain ethical 

positions are interpreted and classified. In particular, it calls into question the adequacy of the 

commonly invoked distinction between ‘orthodox’ and ‘diaspora’ Jainism, which presupposes a level 

of coherence and stability that the figure of Maitreya ultimately fails to sustain. The following section 

examines the limits of this binary and proposes a more nuanced understanding of plurality within Jain 

bioethics. 

 

7. Beyond the orthodox/diaspora divide  

The instability generated through this dialogue has broader implications for how Jain ethical positions 

are categorized, particularly in relation to the distinction between ‘orthodox’ and ‘diaspora’ Jainism. 

This distinction has frequently been used to describe differences in ethical orientation, especially with 

regard to animal ethics, social engagement, and the role of ascetic ideals. In broad terms, ‘orthodox’ 

Jainism—often associated with monastic traditions in India—has been characterized as oriented toward 

mokṣa, emphasizing withdrawal from worldly entanglements and the minimization of karmic 

accumulation. By contrast, ‘diaspora’ Jainism is typically described as more socially engaged, with 

greater emphasis on activism, ecological awareness, and intervention aimed at reducing suffering. 

While this distinction captures certain observable tendencies, its analytical usefulness is limited. 

It risks reifying positions that are in fact historically dynamic and internally differentiated. Processes 

of modernization, institutional transformation, and the increasing prominence of lay communities 

have significantly reshaped Jain ethical discourse over time (Auckland 2016; Flügel 2005; Cort 1995; 
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Brekke 2002). Already in the colonial period, the role of the laity expanded, contributing to forms of 

ethical reflection that cannot be neatly separated from monastic traditions. As a result, socially 

engaged orientations are not exclusive to diasporic contexts, nor are ascetic and non-interventionist 

positions confined to India. 

Moreover, the binary obscures important internal variations, including generational differences 

and differing degrees of interaction with ascetic communities. Younger urban Jains in India may adopt 

positions closer to those associated with diaspora contexts, while older members of diasporic 

communities with sustained ties to ascetic traditions may align more closely with orthodox 

perspectives. The distinction, therefore, is not strictly geographical but reflects a more complex 

interplay of historical, social, and experiential factors. 

The Maitreya episode in Ship of Theseus provides a particularly effective case through which to 

reconsider this framework. Maitreya is initially presented as an ascetic figure whose ethical stance 

appears consistent with a non-interventionist reading of Jain doctrine: he refuses medical treatment 

in order to avoid complicity in violence associated with animal testing and embraces sallekhanā as a 

legitimate form of renunciation. In this sense, his position aligns with what is often described as a 

liberation-centered orientation. 

However, this alignment proves unstable. Maitreya is not a withdrawn ascetic but an active 

participant in legal and political efforts to challenge animal testing. His engagement already 

complicates the idea of a strictly non-interventionist ethic. More significantly, his eventual decision to 

accept medical treatment cannot be adequately explained within the orthodox/diaspora framework. 

Rather than marking a clear transition from one ethical position to another, this shift emerges through 

uncertainty, interaction, and the gradual destabilization of previously held certainties. 

What the film stages, therefore, is not a movement between two coherent models, but the 

exposure of a problem that cannot be fully resolved within existing categories. Maitreya’s competing 

commitments—to nonviolence, to the body as a site of liberation, and to the alleviation of suffering—

cannot be reconciled without remainder. His decision to accept treatment does not simply signal a turn 

toward a ‘sociocentric’ orientation; it reflects the difficulty of sustaining a liberation-centered ethic 

under the conditions of embodied life. 

This ambivalence also resonates with broader debates on intervention within Jain ethics. While a 

non-interventionist orientation seeks to minimize karmic entanglement through withdrawal, more 

engaged approaches emphasize the ethical significance of alleviating suffering, even at the cost of 

generating new forms of karmic involvement. As Evans (2014) has shown, such forms of engagement 
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are historically attested and not limited to diasporic contexts. The tension between these orientations 

is therefore not external to Jainism but internal to its ethical structure. 

From this perspective, the opposition between ‘orthodox’ and ‘diaspora’ Jainism functions less as 

an explanatory framework than as a heuristic that requires critical reassessment. Rather than mapping 

ethical positions onto fixed social categories, it becomes necessary to understand Jain bioethics as a 

field of ongoing negotiation, in which doctrinal principles, lived experience, and situational constraints 

interact in complex ways. In this sense, Ship of Theseus does not simply represent Jain ethical diversity 

but actively participates in its reconfiguration. By foregrounding indecision, contradiction, and 

transformation, the film reveals the limits of categorical distinctions and invites a more dynamic 

understanding of Jain bioethics—one that recognizes internal plurality not as a deviation from 

orthodoxy, but as a constitutive feature of the tradition itself. 

 

8. Conclusion  

The reconsideration of this distinction allows us to return to the initial problem from a different 

perspective. This article has argued that the Maitreya episode in Ship of Theseus does not simply 

represent Jain ethical principles, but brings into focus a structural tension within Jain bioethics that 

resists easy resolution. The dilemma faced by Maitreya—whether to refuse medical treatment in order 

to avoid participation in violence against nonhuman life, or to accept it in order to preserve his own 

life—cannot be fully accounted for by reference to a stable doctrinal position. Rather, it reveals the 

coexistence of competing ethical imperatives within Jain thought itself: the commitment to radical 

nonviolence, the ascetic orientation toward liberation, and the recognition of suffering as a condition 

that may call for intervention. 

The film’s closing sequence reinforces this interpretive trajectory. Maitreya’s decision to accept 

treatment is expressed without doctrinal justification, through the simple statement that he is “not 

ready to go yet.” This minimal formulation shifts the emphasis from ethical reasoning to existential 

condition, suggesting that the resolution of the dilemma lies not in theoretical coherence but in the 

irreducible demands of embodied life. 

By situating this dilemma within a broader discussion of illness, medicine, and the ethics of harm, 

the article has shown that Jain approaches to bioethical questions are neither uniformly ascetic nor 

straightforwardly pragmatic. Historical and textual evidence points to a range of positions in which 

the rejection of medical treatment coexists with forms of care that are justified in terms of compassion, 

communal responsibility, or the instrumental value of the body for spiritual practice. The film draws 
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on this internal plurality but does not resolve it; instead, it stages the difficulty of translating abstract 

ethical commitments into concrete decisions under conditions of uncertainty. 

A key implication of this analysis concerns the limits of the opposition between ‘orthodox’ and 

‘diaspora’ Jainism. While this distinction has often been used to explain differences in ethical 

orientation, the case of Maitreya suggests that it risks obscuring more than it clarifies. The character 

does not move from one coherent position to another, nor does he exemplify a stable synthesis of the 

two. His trajectory instead highlights the instability of the categories themselves, showing how ethical 

positions are reconfigured through experience, dialogue, and crisis. In this sense, Jain bioethics 

emerges not as a system defined by internally consistent doctrines, but as a field of negotiation in 

which different orientations remain in tension. More broadly, the analysis suggests that film can 

function as a productive site for the exploration of religious ethics, not by illustrating doctrinal 

content, but by rendering visible the points at which such content becomes problematic. Ship of Theseus 

uses narrative, embodiment, and dialogue to expose the limits of ethical coherence and to foreground 

the conditions under which decisions must be made despite unresolved contradictions. The figure of 

Maitreya does not offer a model to be emulated, but a case through which the complexity of ethical life 

becomes apparent. 

In this light, the contribution of Jain thought to contemporary bioethical discussions lies less in 

the provision of definitive answers than in its capacity to articulate the moral significance of 

nonviolence while simultaneously acknowledging the difficulty of its application. The tension between 

non-intervention and engagement, far from being an anomaly, appears as a constitutive feature of Jain 

ethical reflection. Recognizing this tension allows for a more nuanced understanding of how religious 

traditions engage with modern biomedical practices, and opens the possibility of rethinking bioethics 

itself as a domain structured not only by principles, but by the persistent negotiation between them. 
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