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Background 

The study of Jainism in general and Jaina Philosophy in particular 

has not been paid sufficient attention by Indian scholars or by foreign 

scholars. The paper aims at arguing against the often maintained 

view that Jaina and Buddhist philosophy emerged as a reaction 

against the Brahamanical doctrine of caste and other social evils and 

that Jainism is offshoot of Buddhism and Hinduism. Instead it is 

argued here that Jainism is neither an offshoot of Buddhism nor 

of Hinduism as there is no historical data which can establish this 

fact. Even before the advent of the Aryans in India we have reasons 

to believe that highly cultivated society existed along the Ganges 

around Magadh where Jainism flourished and they had no allegiance 

to the Vedic authorities. It is an unfortunate fact that Indians had to 
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learn their history from foreign scholars. Most of the text books of 

Indian history in schools and of Indian philosophy depend upon 

the erroneous views and are prevalent among the educated Indians. 

The origin of this error is to be found in the fact that the founder of 

Buddhism Gautam Sakyamuni and Mahavira Vardhana the last of 

the Jaina Thirthankaras were contemporaries.  Buddhist literature 

contains references to Mahavira and his followers, and similarly 

Jaina literature composed at the time of Mahavira contains cross 

references to Buddha and his religion. Persons who studied 

Buddhism first and then the Jain literature came to a hasty 

conclusion that Jainism must be the branch of Buddhism. Later 

on some oriental scholars corrected their erroneous views and were 

constrained to accept that Jainism must have been earlier than 

Buddhism.  As a matter of fact Buddha was a younger contemporary 

of Lord Mahavira. Buddha himself in his conversation with his 

friend and disciple Sariputta, narrates the fact that he himself in his 

earlier days was adopting Jaina practice of austerity which he had to 

give up because of the rigorous discipline which he did not like. 

The date of Mahavira’s paranirvana, 527 B.C. is accepted as a land 

mark in the history of India. According to Cambridge History of 

India, the 23rd Thirthankara, Lord Parswa who lived, 220 years prior 

to Lord Mahavira is also considered a historical personage. 

According to this view Jainsm must have been prevalent in India 

nearly three centuries prior to Gautam Buddha the founder of 

Buddhism. But we have ground to believe that Jainism was in 

existence even before Lord Parswa. According to the Jaina tradition 

Lord Arishtanemi is the twenty-second Thirthankara who has said to 

attain Nirvana on the mount Girnar in Junagarh State, in India which 

is a place of pilgrimage for the present day Jainas. This Arishtanemi 

was a cousin of Sri Krishna of Mahabharata and his name occurs in 

Vedic literature as one of the great Rishis. If Sri Krishna of 

Mahabharata war is accepted on historical basis then we have to 

accept the history of Arishtanemi also. 

According to Jaina tradition there were twenty four Thirthankaras 

beginning with Lord Rishabha and ending with Mahavira 
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Vardhamana the last three to be personalities of the historic period. 

The others are of prehistoric age and we need not bother about their 

history till we know something more than mere tradition. The first 

Thirthankara Lord Rishabha who is considered to be responsible 

for revealing Ahinsa Dharma for the first time to the world seems to 

be very interesting personality. He was hero of the Iksavaku family. 

His father was Nabi Maharaja the last of the Manus and mother 

Marudevi. Rishabha’s period represents a complete change of world 

conditions. Prior to this the country was called Boga Bhumi where 

the people were satisfied with all their wants by the mere wish 

through the help of the traditional Kalpakavriksha. During the 

time of Lord Rishabha these happy conditions 

completely disappeared and the people did not know what to do to 

have a good way of life. Then they all went to Lord Rishabha praying 

for help. And he had shown them the good way of life. He taught 

them how to obtain food by tilling the soil, agriculture etc. and 

supply the needy in the absence of Kalpakavrikshas. He also 

assigned duty to some for defending and thereby giving rise to first 

social organization. It was Lord Rishabha who divided the 

society according to its functions in to three groups, 

agriculture, traders and soldiers. Later his son Lord Bharata took 

the charge and Lord Rishabha went in to the forests to perform tapas. 

After attaining Kevalajnana he went from one place to another to 

preach Ahimsa Dharma to the people of the land so that they can also 

have spiritual relief. Lord Rishabha is known as Adijina and Adi 

Bhagvana. 

Interestingly, this first Thirthankara’s life is repeated in non-Jaina 

puranas for example in Bhagavatapurana (V. skanda), Vishnupurana 

and Vayupurana. All these Hindu puranas maintain that Lord 

Rishabha preached the doctrine of Ahimsa after performing yoga for 

several years. This only shows that Lord Rishabha was worshiped 

by Jainas and non-Jainas equally as early as Vedic period.  

Vedas include the Samhitas, Brahmanas and  the Upanishads. 

Aryans of the Rig Vedic period had to encounter opposition from 

among the people of the land whom they considered their enemies, 
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who strongly resisted the invading Aryans. We find many hymns 

referred to a section of the Ikshavakus or Purusha who were in 

existence in the land long before the Aryans of the Rig Vedic 

period came into scene these were called Raghuvamsa- 

Kshatriya families the Sakya clan to which Gautama 

Buddha belonged. Kalidas’s Raguvamsa is also refers them. 

All these heroes began their life as normal child, they lived 

their household lives as grahastha after which they 

completely renounced their worldly attachment and performed 

Tapas or Yoga and then finally discarded their bodies 

after-realization. This description fully corresponds with the 

life history of Lord Rishabha the first revealer of Ahimsa to 

the world. 

This gives us enough ground to conclude that this Rishabha cult must 

have been prevalent even before the advent of the Aryans and the 

Rig-Vedic tradition. 

Further our conclusion can also be supported on the basis of the 

Vedic literature. The Aryans of the Rig vedic period were resisted 

by the people of the land called Dasyus.-the slaves or enemies. It 

seems before the Aryans came they were called enemies and later 

when they became prisoners of war they were made to work as 

slaves. These Dasyus are described as Ayagna, Anindra, Avrata, 

Anyavrata and so on. These terms respectively mean those that are 

opposed to Yagna, Indra-worship, those that observe a 

different religious practice and those who do not practice the 

religion of the Aryans. From these descriptions it is clear that 

the people of the land were dead against the Vedic institutions of 

yagna or animal sacrifice. The Dasyus the people of the land are also 

described to have dark skin and having different language. Therefore 

they must have been Dravidians who were present all over India at 

the time of Aryan invasion. Interestingly the Vedic literature uses 

a term to describe the religion of the Dasyus who were opposed to 

Yagna and Indra worship they were worshipers of Sisnadeva- the 

Linga, representing the male sex organ. The only meaningful 

interpretation we could give is that the people of the land were 
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worshippers of nude idol as their God which can be called 

consistently as Sisnadeva which must have been the characteristic of 

the Rishabha cult and was encouraged by his son Bharata in terms of 

temple worship. The excavations of Harappa and Mohenjadoro 

go along with our theory; we have nude images of a yogi considered 

to be idols used for worship by the people of Indus Valley. Rishabha 

cult has been prevalent through out the land from Himalayas down 

to south in Lanka. 

According to Jaina tradition the Northern India was completely 

occupied by Five Kshatriya dynasties namely, the Ikshavakuvamsa, 

Harivamsa, Kuruvamsa, Ugravamsa and Nathavamsa and the people 

of the land called Vidhyadharas. The vidhyadharas were all 

followers of Rishabha cult. We find many interesting stories in 

Jaina Ramayana. It clearly states that Vidhyadharas were followers 

of Ahimsa and were against any yaga within their borders. This 

explains why in Valmiki Ramayana Rakshasas were always against 

performing yaga. Thus people of the land were all followers of 

Rishabha cult and had a higher form of religion.  

There is one more reason. We notice a major shift in Upanishadic 

period. The people of the land hold that not performing yaga is their 

Dharma and performing yaga is a contradiction to Dharma. Prior to 

that the whole of Vedic culture is Swargakama Yajethavyaha - if you 

want happiness in Swarga you must perform sacrifice. But when we 

turn to the Upanishadic period the idea is entirely different. 

Prosperity here and swarga happiness hereafter are considered both 

as worthless. One should look for far more valuable than this. What 

could be the reason for this prime shift? The new culture of 

Atmavidya which was championed by the Kshtriya scholars of the 

land who lived in eastern part in Gangetic valley defended their 

Ahimsa cult and convinced the priest of Kurupanchala. Thus 

we have the Jaina tradition fully corroborated by non-Jaina Vedic 

literature in these three distinct historic groups of the Samhitas, 

Brahamanas and the Upanishads. These facts from the Vedic 

literature along with the evidences supplied by excavations of the 

Indus valley would lead us to conclude that the Rishbha cult of 
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ahimsa and the practice of tapas and yoga must have been prevalent 

before the advent of Aryans who sang the hymns of Rigveda. And 

therefore Rishabha’s cult was the most ancient religious cult in 

the Northern India and was practiced before Aryan invasion. 

Jaina Logic: 

The Three basic tenets of Jainism are (a) Anekanta-vada, (b) 

Nayavada (c) Syadavada are integral parts of the conceptual 

framework of Jaina philosophy. Jaina philosophy asserts that the 

ultimate reality has many aspects and can neither be limited to this 

or that sort nor can be grasped I its completeness through the 

ordinary source of knowledge and this view is known as Anekanta-

vada. The theory of Anekanta-vada is based on the many-sidedness 

of reality and insists on the correlativity of assertion and negation. 

Whatever is real, necessarily admits of multiple characterization in 

terms of infinite number of modes (Anantadharmatmaka 

Vastuh).This theory is basically ontological in the sense that it is 

about reality. A complete grasp of the true nature of reality requires 

comprehending each one of those aspects or modes. Only infinite 

intellect can grasp an infinite number of modes. Ordinary 

human beings, having limited intellect cannot completely grasp 

the reality. This implies that all our ordinary cognitive claims about 

reality expressed in judgmental forms are tied up with a particular 

viewpoint. Naya is the cognitive attitude or epistemic intention 

(abhipraya) of the kower to focus on one aspect of the reality without 

losing sight of the fact that there are other equally important aspects 

as well. This is the logical transition link between Anekantavada and 

Nayavada. Now if each ordinary cognitive judgment about reality 

is tied up with a view point and is only about some particular mode 

or aspect of reality, then to claim that reality is characterized 

exclusively by that particular mode, is to make false claim. (Analogy 

of blind man to ‘see’ an elephant).leg; Elephant is like pillar, Tail; 

like rope, body; like wall and so on. One who has really seen an 

elephant knows that there is nothing to quarrel about. Each 

blind man’s judgment expresses a partial truth, but to make 

such judgments exclusive like, ‘an elephant is like a pillar 
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and nothing else, to claim that the judgment is true 

without qualification, is to turn the original true judgment into a 

false one.  In order to preserve its element of truth, each one of the 

judgments should have been asserted in a qualified manner, 

conditionally asserted by prefixing ‘syat’ to each judgments, we 

should say ‘conditionally speaking, an elephant is like a pillar’, etc. 

(Syatgajah stambhabat eva.). Thus starting from Anekantavada we 

logically reach Syadvada via Nayavada. It is also clear that 

Syadavada is concerned with appropriate judgmental mode of 

expression, linguistic expressions. (Note: 1.Some Jaina thinkers 

like Hemachandra (Pramanamimamsa) think that anekantavada and 

syadvada is same thing, but we have textual evidences in support of 

our interpretation. 2. There are 24 synonyms of Anekantavada and 

no two are the same such as Akulvada, (not focused) Sankirnavada,( 

converging in one) Sanghatvada (collectin like grapes) sakalvada 

etc. (Haribhadra Suri, Sad-darsanasamuccay) 

Now let us look at some of the problems we face when it comes to 

giving a consistent interpretation of the three tenets we have 

discussed. According to Jaina the real is characterized as both ‘real’ 

(sattva) and ‘unreal’, (asattva), ‘eternal’ (nitya) and ‘non-eternal’ 
(anitya) simultaneously. There is no inconsistency involved in it as 

we do actually experience it like this. Hence there is no scope for 

dispute here. 

But how can one and the same thing posses infinite number of 

properties (Dharmah) including the apparently inconsistent pairs like 

existence – non-existence (sattvasattva)? 

Jaina answer this question by saying that apparently inconsistent 

pairs like ‘existence-non existence’, ‘eternal-non-eternal etc. 

simultaneously characterize one and the same thing only relative to 

different avacchedakas which is sometimes translated in English as 

‘limiters. Pot exists qua a pot, but it does not exist qua a piece of 

cloth. 

  Ghatatvene ghatah asti patatvena na. 
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Potness must be absent in a cloth, potness is the class exclusion 

dharma cloth.  

In other words, all properties are relational properties like ‘to the 

left’, ‘smaller than’ etc. and consequently ‘X is p’ can significantly 

asserted only relative to a specific context. 

Here we would not go into the details of Jaina Theory of language 

but simply state the fact that all the possible conditional judgments 

about reality can be exhaustively classified under seven possible 

forms of linguistic expressions. No more, no less. (Although from 

the Jaina texts it is not at all clear why only these seven and 

none other and why they can not be reduced to a smaller number of 

alternatives. This is called the seven-fold scheme of naya or 

saptabhanginaya. Although thre are infinite number of epistemic 

view points (nayas) all of them come under one or the other 

alternative of the sevenfold scheme of classification. So there are 

exactly seven non-overlapping and mutually exhaustive forms of 

bhangas they are the following: 

i. Conditionally speaking, the pot does exist, 

ii. Conditionally speaking, the pot does not exist, 

iii. Conditionally speaking, the pot exists and does not exist, 

iv. Conditionally speaking, the pot is indescribable 

v. Conditionally speaking, it is indescribable, and exists, 

vi. Conditionally speaking, it is indescribable, and does not 

exists, 

vii. Conditionally speaking, it is indescribable, exists and also 

does not exist. 

The above seven bhangas are due to the realistic interpretation of 

allowing the real possibility of S’s being characterized by P, or by 

P-complement or by both of them together. Any one of these three 

modes of S’s being characterized may either be linguistically 

expressible or linguistically inexpressible, generating thereby six 
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bhangas or alternatives; three each on either side of avaktvya, 

i.e. inexpressibility simpliciter. Further, according to the stand taken 

towards the ontological state corresponding to S’s mode being 

characterized, such that it becomes avaktavya,  that S is neither P-

characterized nor not-P characterized is accepted in Jainism. ‘Thus 

we may say that “neither A nor not-A” is not even accepted as a 

possibility in Jainism’.   

(Note that syadvada neither leads to nor can be equated 

with samsayavada as the critics think.) 

Kundakunda says that all of us have two fold consciousness - 

knowledge consciousness (jnanacetana) and action consciousness 

(karmacetana).   

Knowledge consciousness means the state of absolute freedom from 

the sense of being an agent of an action. The soul remains in its pure 

intrinsic, blissful, conscious state. It has no desire to initiate action-

a state of supra moral, beyond good or bad- the state of complete 

freedom. But from practical point of view, it is action 

consciousness, which dominates. He has passions to choose between 

good and bad. Here the role of human effort (purusarthas) comes in. 

The two consciousnesses exclude each other and cannot exist side 

by side. The path to supra-ethical plane of life is only through 

practical path of morality and not through immorality. The ultimate 

aim is the complete cessation of all activities and attainment of 

knowledge consciousness. But it is only his effort and exertion, 

which brings him nearer to his goal. The self, within self, satisfied 

with self is the motto of all individualistic systems of philosophy- a 

kind of inwardness. Bondage of soul is associated with matter, so 

it must disassociate itself from matter by stopping the influx of new 

matter into the soul and completely eliminating the matter with 

which the soul is mixed up. These two methods are called samvara 

and nirjara.  

To remove ignorance one must have the right knowledge. Mere 

knowledge is useless in itself, it must be practiced which is called 

right conduct. By samvara and nirjara soul is liberated by eliminating 
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matter which ties the soul into bondage. The liberation is the joint 

effect of the three gems right faith (respect towards truth), right 

knowledge and right conduct. To ascertain correct knowledge one 

has to make personal efforts. A practical code of conduct has 

been provided in this system. Vows compulsory for them 

were ahimsa (abstinence from all injury to life), satyam an individual 

to abstain from falsehood and brahamcharya, abstinence from self-

indulgence. In total, there are five vows for any Jaina: Satyam, 

Ahimsa, Astayam, Brahmcharya and Aparigraha. Parigraha is the 

result of mohakarma, which is the main obstacle to self-

realization. Moha has two sides- attachment and aversion. The 

first manifests itself as parigraha and the later as himsa 

therefore aparighraha is as important as ahimsa it is non-

attachment as well as non-possession. parigraha includes land, 

house, coins, gold, maidservants, men servants, jewels, bed 

and other luxury items. There are some other vows for householders:  

they are known as silavratas, which include three gunavratas and 

four siksavratas like restricting the movements of householder in 

order to avoid violence.   Ahimsa is the first and foremost among 

five rules of conduct set for the householder as well as for the 

monk. There is only a quantitative difference in these two levels 

of anuvrata and mahavrata, not a qualitative one. The basic idea of 

coordination between the mind and body is held necessary for the 

practice of ahimsa for both of them. The principle of ahimsa 

naturally implies purity of thought, word and deed and results from 

universal love and sympathy towards all living beings, however low 

they may be in the scale of evolution. On deeper analysis it becomes 

clear that the principle of ahimsa is rooted in the doctrine of 

continuity of consciousness as propounded in Jaina philosophy. 

If jivas are in various stages of evolution towards perfection (getting 

freed from ajivas) no one jiva-at whatever higher stage it may be, 

has any right to interfere with spiritual prospects of any other jiva-at 

whatever lower stage of evolution it may be. The real implication of 

non-violence is not merely not killing or taking away of life but also 

any mental or verbal injury to ones vitalities out of negligence. That 

is why bhavahimsa or violence of thought has been discussed so 
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much in Jainism. Thus the Jaina view of non-violence is not limited 

to killing or injuring living beings only; it is very wide and deep. It 

pervades all the values of Jainism and it is the collection of all virtues 

which is the highest virtue not only in practical aspects but also in 

mental and spiritual aspects. It is both an end and a means.  

According to Jaina, every judgment is to be qualified by word like 

may be (syad). Truth lies in its manifoldness and to make a 

categorical judgment is to claim that it is only of one kind, which is 

not only wrong but also being dogmatic according to Jaina theory.  

Every judgment only expresses one aspect of reality and is therefore 

relative to the conditions. Different systems of philosophy present 

partial aspects of reality. Jaina system insists that we always 

should use a qualifier to express our view. For example, if it 

is raining and if I make a judgment “It is raining” then I should say, 

“May be it is raining” (syad) this meant that the space, time, quality 

etc. under which it is raining. This way of making judgment avoids 

the possibility of misunderstanding that it is raining, all times and 

everywhere etc. and a way of practicing ahimsa. It emphasizes that 

the ordinary judgments passed by imperfect minds hold good from 

particular aspects and circumstances and from that point of view. 

Thus we have seen Anekantavada is the guiding principle of our 

outlook and thought, the doctrine of open 

mindedness, comprehending of a thing from different point of 

views, non-absolutism at metaphysical level and ahimsa is 

our regulative principle of conduct an expression of anekantavada at 

the ethical level, a principle of respect for life, recognizing equality 

in all human beings and rejection of any kind of domination of one 

over the other. The two of them are in close conformity with each 

other. Anekantavada provides the sound basis for neutrality in the 

field of thought while ahimsa is an expression of that thought 

in conduct. This fusion of vicara and acara, synthesis of jnana and 

karma and blending of the view of life with the way of life is the 

characteristic of Jaina Philosophy 
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Moral and Social Implications: 

1. Jainism provides space for difference of opinions and avoids 

any kind of absolutist stand or conflict. Jainism is accepting 

a kind of relativism but not skepticism. The approach of 

Jainism towards opponent is constructive and not 

destructive. It balances between opposites: practical and 

transcendental, fate and human efforts, substantial cause 

and instrumental cause, absolute and relative etc. Jainism 

argues that our knowledge in material world is limited. One 

needs to realize that his view does not represent the whole 

truth about anything and therefore we must learn to 

appreciate and respect the other’s point of views.  

2. Jainism does not confuse science of 

spirituality (moksasastra) with science of 

righteousness (dharmasastra). The essential nature of 

dharma is different from non-essential beliefs, which 

change with time and place. Social problems and welfare of 

the society should not be confused with essential 

problems of ethics, which is emancipation.  

3. Jainism lays emphasis on unity of faith, knowledge 

and conduct. Jainism is not merely a system of certain 

code of morality but a religion to be lived in 

practice. Householders and the monks both have to practice 

the rules of conduct in their lives. It is neither 

mere speculative philosophy nor a religion of rituals but 

a comprehensive system of religion and morality as well 

as of thought and conduct. 

4. Jainism is the life of a monk, which occupies the 

central place, as the ultimate aim of life is liberation. 

Thus complete renunciation of the mundane life and 

ascetic virtues are the virtues of a higher order for 

Jaina Acaryas. 

5. Jainism is based on diversities as well as equality of life. All 

souls are equal so man, animal, insects and plant life all are 
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given equal importance while observing ahimsa. Jainism 

does not accept any kind of distinction based on caste, creed 

and color. It emphasizes on equal respect and dignity 

towards all living beings, not to interfere in anybody’s right 

to live. 

6. Jainism although originally was a religious movement but it 

can be regarded as the first example of secularism as it tells 

us that each view, each point of view has some truth and we 

must respect that truth, each religion has one perspective out 

of many and we must respect each perspective. It is an 

example of true secular religion based on dharma with all 

moral and spiritual values with equal respect for all 

religions, not equal neglect of all religions. The doctrine of 

manifoldness of truth and non-absoluteness provide 

foundation for non-violence, which helps in overcoming 

religious conflicts. 

7. Jaina dharma is originated purely with a prior consideration 

of human as well as social need, fellow –feeling and 

equality on which ahimsa is based, equality of all jiva. It is 

fundamentally a humanistic approach. 

8. On the basis of Jaina Principles of equality, non-

violence, consequentialism, responsibility and the principle 

of reciprocity one can develop Jaina Environmental Ethics. 

9. Following Jaina principles and restrictions on diet 

and modalities of taking food one can definitely regulate 

both mind and body and can lead a healthy and balanced 

life. 

10. Jainism the non-theistic, humanitarian outlook can help in 

removing religious intolerance and help in developing true 

spirit of mutual respect, tolerance and religious catholicity 

by reconciling various conflicting viewpoints like  

monotheism-polytheism, idolatry-anti-idolatry, caste-

system etc. 




