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INTERNATIONAL

SACRED

LITERATURE
TRUST

he International Sacred Literature Trust was established to promote

understanding and open discussion between and within faiths and to
give voice in today’s world to the wisdom that speaks across time and
traditions.

What resources do the sacred traditions of the world possess to respond
to the great global threats of poverty, war, ecological disaster and spiritual
despair?

Our starting-point is the sacred texts with their vision of a higher truth
and their deep insights into the nature of humanity and the universe we
inhabit. The translation programme is planned so that each faith com-
munity articulates its own teachings with the intention of enhancing its
self-understanding as well as the understanding of those of other faiths
and those of no faith.

The Trust particularly encourages faiths to make available texts which
are needed in translation for their own communities and also texts which
are little known outside the tradition but which have the power to inspire,
console, enlighten and transform. These sources from the past become
resources for the present and future when we make inspired use of them to
guide us in shaping the contemporary world.

Our religious traditions are diverse but, as with the natural environ-
ment, we are discovering the global interdependence of human hearts and
minds. The Trust invites all to participate in the modern experience of
interfaith encounter and exchange which marks a new phase in the human
quest to discover our full humanity.
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Foreword

I consider it a great privilege to write the foreword to the International
Sacred Literature Trust’s publication of Tattvartha Sitra, an ancient
magnum opus which is deeply revered and sanctified in the Jaina tradition.

The roots of our human civilization are to be found in the sacred texts of
different faith traditions. An enlightened awareness of those sacred texts
will enable the world of today and of tomorrow to communicate across
geographical, political, ethnic and religious frontiers. The far-sighted
objectives and inspiration of the International Sacred Literature Trust
represent an idea whose time has now come in the long march of history. It
is an idea which has been integral to the vision of seers, sages and savants
in India through the ages and is central to the world-view of contemporary
India. Quintessentially, that idea is rooted in the universally shared sense
of the sacred which enables us, as William Blake put it in his “Auguries of
Innocence™: “‘to seea worldin a grain of sand, and heaven in a wild flower/
Hold infinity in the palm of your hand, and eternity in an hour.”

That idea unfolds itself in the compassionate, rational and symbiotic
Jaina ethics of tolerance, interdependence and reciprocity, and in the basic
pluralist postulates which preserve unity in diversity without undermining
the identity of the whole or of the part. The Jaina tradition is an important
tributary of this mainstream idea which found sanctuary in the heritage of
India and which appears as the motif in the mosaic of Indian culture.
Tattvartha Sutra vivifies that motif through its analysis of phenomena and
categories of truth and in its teachings of non-violence, non-absolutism
and restraint in acquisition.

Tattvartha Sitra is by common consent the book of books in the Jaina
tradition. Acclaimed as an authentic and systematic compendium of the
essence of Jainism as taught and settled by Lord Mahavira, and faithfully
rooted in the Jaina heritage, it commands the allegiance of the different
denominations within the Jaina fold and its authority is definitive and
undisputed. An inspired and encyclopaedic achievement of extraordinary
scholarship, it is a compact cosmic essay on cognition and conduct, a
synthesis of science and ethics in the framework of philosophy. It investi-
gates and catalogues the two basic verities of the world, soul and sub-
stance; it also draws a route map to the goal of liberation. Many of its
perceptions and some of its precepts were reflected in some measure in
other contemporary schools of philosophy including among others the
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FOREWORD

Vaisesika, Nydya, Yoga and Buddhist systems. In his work, Umasvati
encompasses an enriching awareness of other schools of thought without
disputatious pedantry or dogmatism.

It is remarkable that both the Svetimbara and the Digambara sects of
Jainism claim and count the author as belonging to their respective
branches. While Umasvati’s date, tradition and biographical details are
shrouded in obscurity and have formed the subject matter of considerable
scholarly debate, there is a broad consensus on the conceptu al content and
the interpretation of the sutras. The leading commentaries used in the
present translation, Bhasya and Sarvarthasiddhi, disclose certain textual
variations between the two main sects, but those differences are, to my
mind, minimal and marginal, of style rather than substance. These two
great commentaries, together with the further two based on the
Sarvarthasiddhi, Rajavartika and Slokavartika, and the Tattvartha Sutra
itself, constitute the most precious treasure of Jaina sacred literature. They
illumine the constellation of Jaina concepts and precepts in the larger solar
system of Indian philosophy, the soul of which is in the quest of the spirit
and in the spirit of the quest.

I pay tribute to Dr Nathmal Tatia, an illustrious and eminent Jaina
scholar and a living legend in the field of Jaina studies. His translation and
annotation is at once simple, elegant, authentic, lucid and faithful. With
the aid of Ms Kerry Brown and the scholarly advice of Professor
Padmanabh Jaini, Muni Mahendrakumarji and Dr Kumarpal Desai, he
has brought to this superb translation of Tattvartha Sitra a profound
sense of wholesome synthesis as well as accuracy, consistency and clarity.
The result is a unique contribution to the sacred literature of the world
which has been happily facilitated by the indefatigable co-ordinating
efforts of Mr Nemu Chandaria.

I welcome the publication of Tattvartha Sitra under the aegis of the
International Sacred Literature Trust and Institute of Jainology and wish
the entire interfaith enterprise of the ISLT godspeed and success. Perhaps
no enterprise deserves it more or can confer greater benefit upon humanity
in its quest for peace, tranquillity and equanimity.

His Excellency Dr L. M. Singhvi
High Commissioner for India in the United Kingdom
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Translator’s Introduction

The central themes of the Tattvartha Sitra are non-violence, non-
abolutism and non-possession. Non-violence strengthens the autonomy of
life of every being. Non-absolutism strengthens the autonomy of thought
of every individual. Non-possession strengthens the interdependence of all
existence. If you feel that every soul is autonomous you will never trample
on its right to live. If you feel every person is a thinking person you will not
trample on his or her thoughts. If you feel that you own nothing and
no-one, you will not trample on the planet. In the second century CE,
when the Jaina philosopher-monk Umasvati wrote the Tattvartha Sitra,
these principles were the only way to global peace. Today, this is even
more the case. These are the only values that can save humanity from the
deadly acts of war, economic exploitation and environmental destruction.

Tattvarthadhigama Sitra, which is the full title of Umasvati’s work,
means A Manual for Understanding All That Is. It encapsulates the
religious, ethical and philosophical contents of the Jaina scriptures and
places them in the context of the schools of logic and philosophy that
flourished in India in the second century. The work was written in the
ancient classical language of Sanskrit and reflects the critical and compara-
tive approach to religious thought that characterized the age of Umasvati,
also known as Umasvami. Itis a text which is accepted as authoritative by
all sects of the Jainas and on which the great Jaina thinkers wrote their
commentaries, and their commentaries on commentaries.

Tattvartha Siitra is based on the premise that the goal of human life is
liberation which is defined as perfect knowledge, perfect intuition and
eternal bliss. Umasvati begins his treatise by describing the path to
liberation as enlightened world-view, enlightened knowledge and
enlightened conduct (Tattvartha Siitra1.1). Enlightened world-view is the
source of enlightened knowledge and enlightened conduct. At the time,
this vision of a three-fold path challenged other schools of thought which
focused on one or other of the three as the means to liberation. Today, this
vision challenges the supremacy we give to knowledge as absolutely true
and objective and the source of all wisdom.

According to the Jaina doctrine of anekanta, or non-absolutism, all
knowledge, except omniscience, is only partial truth from a particular
viewpoint. Each individual has his or her unique perception of the world
which is a mixture of truth and ignorance. All perceptions are valid, but
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TRANSLATOR’S INTRODUCTION

incomplete, views of reality. To deny their validity or to see one as the total,
exclusive truth leads to dogmas.

Umasvati presents the gateways of investigation and the philosophical
standpoints (1.5-1.8) as a means for broadening one’s knowledge and
understanding. The “gateways” are various aspects of a phenomenon, such
as its definition, cause, location, duration, etc., which provide a means of
understanding it better. The “standpoints” are different perspectives from
which a phenomenon can be understood. For instance, in the first stand-
point, that of the “common person’s view”, the distinction between the
remote and immediate is overlooked, and one or the other is noted as if it
were the whole, depending upon the intention of the observer. So, speaking
from the common person’s view, we might describe an area of tropical
forest as “timber” in which case we are seeing the remote, the use of the
trees for building materials. On the other hand, standing two inches from a
deadly snake we might describe the area as a “death trap” in which case we
are describingitin terms of the immediate. Umasvati presents the gateways
and standpoints as a means of undertaking one’s own exploration of truth.
They are tools against dogmatism. (For full details of the standpoints, see
135

Following the logic of non-absolutism, Umasvati shows that the truth or
distortion of our knowledge is not determined by the grasp of practical facts
but by the ethical and spiritual values which provide our viewpoint.
Limited knowledge, which is all we can hope for as worldly souls, will be
distorted by ignorance unless we uncover within ourselves the insight and
wisdom born of an enlightened world-view.

A person without the enlightened world-view is like an insane person who
follows arbitrary whims and cannot distinguish true from false. (1.33)

The question then is: “Do I have an enlightened world-view?”

The Seven Categories of Truth

The essential concepts which a person must understand as true before they

acquire an enlightened world-view are classified by Umasvati as the seven

categories of truth:

(1) the existence of souls

(2) the existence of non-sentient entities (matter, time, space, media of
movement and of rest)

(3) the inflow of karmic particles to the soul

(4) the binding of karmic particles to the soul

XViil
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TRANSLATOR'S INTRODUCTION

(5) stopping the karmic inflow
(6) the falling away of the karmic particles
(7) the liberation from worldly bondage.

These seven categories, which form the framework of the Tattvartha
Siitra, recognize two fundamentals of existence. The first is the begin-
ningless and interdependent co-existence of physical and spiritual reality.
The interaction between soul and matter is the nature of worldly life.
Whatever a soul possesses, whether the capacity for speech, breath or
thought, is a result of its interaction with matter. But, without the soul, the
organs through which these activities operate become inanimate matter.
The modern world is ignoring this quintessential truth; on the one hand,
scientific materialism denies or ignores the existence of the soul in its
exploration of reality, while on the other, religious fervour can turn too
sharply toward the spiritual verities and disregard the physical ones. This
leads to an oscillating world-view in which we become unable to conceive
of spiritual and material reality at once, and as a whole.

The second critical principle underlying the categories of truth is the
inexorable law of cause and effect (through karma) which drives the
universe. Although few people would openly deny this law which the
physical sciences, history and personal experience confirm, there is never-
theless a sneaking irrational belief, seen in the behavior of individuals and
nations, that we can get away with bad behaviour and that, when hardship
strikes, we are victims of undeserved bad luck.

Failure to grasp these two fundamental principles of life, that of
spiritual and physical symbiosis and that of cause and effect, has a pro-
found impact. We face personality problems because of a distorted self-
identity either as a purely spiritual or purely physical being. We face social
disorder because individuals and nations do not see themselves as ulti-
mately responsible for their actions. We face economic decline because we
ignore the fact that it is the harmony of souls with each other and the
physical world which is the source of all wealth. We face environmental
problems because we do not recognize our own interdependence with the
physical world, nor take responsibility for the violence we inflict upon it.
The Jaina philosophy, so articulately expressed by Umasvati, establishes
harmony between the religious and the scientific, between the spiritual and
the physical, and between personal independence and social, economic
and ecological interdependence.

In his detailed exploration of the first category of truth, the soul,
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TRANSLATOR’S INTRODUCTION

Umasvati explains its function in one of the most famous sutras of the
Tattvartha Sitra:

parasparopagraho jivanam
Souls render service to one another. (5.21)

This epitomizes the Jaina view that all things are both autonomous and
interdependent and spells out our joint responsibility for the common
environment we create and share. The blind adherence to the Darwinian
belief that the function of souls is to compete against each other was not
endorsed by the author of the Tattvartha Sitra.

The interaction between the first and second categories of truth, thatis,
between the soul and the material world, is through the workings of very
subtle material particles of karma which Jainas believe fill the universe.
These karmic workings are described in the third to sixth categories of
truth. The soul has always had a “karmic body” that produces its physical
bodies and the vicissitudes of its many lives. The effect of the karmic body
is to vibrate the soul, resulting in the activities of body, speech and mind.
These actions, motivated by passion, draw more karma to the body. In this
way, the karmic body is constantly being revamped as old karma falls off
like ripened fruit and new karma is attracted. Evil activity attracts harmful
karma, good activity attracts beneficial karma. The big question is how to
break this cycle of karmic renewal that binds and blinds the soul in worldly
suffering.

Umasvati identifies the passions, indulgences and urges as both the
causes and results of karma. These are the “doors” by which karma enters
and binds the soul (6.6). The four passions — anger, pride, deceit and greed
—are given particular importance (8.2). These four passions dominate our
world today, resulting in individual and collective violence in thought,
word and deed. They are the deadliest enemies of personal and world
peace.

Having identified the cause of karmic bondage, Umasvati then deals
with its antidote. Ahimsa or non-violence is the way to unbind karma and
live harmoniously. The vow to abstain from violence is the starting point
and central value, the pivot on which Jainism turns. It is the vow of vows,
the vow taken as the foundation of all virtues, and of the other four vows
to abstain from falsehood, stealing, carnality and possessiveness. The
criterion of non-violence is self-restraint.
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TRANSLATOR’S INTRODUCTION

A creature may die or not, but it is a definite act of violence if the person
has acted under the sway of non-restraint.... (7.8)

This wisdom is now apparent in a world in which the lack of self-restraint
of a minority of the human race is depriving the majority of humans and
other beings of adequate food and shelter, clean air and clean water.

For Umasvati, non-violence is unlimited, tolerance unconditional and
reverence for life supreme. There is no question of a “just war”.
“Insistence on life” is a superior moral value to “insistence on truth”
because the nature of truth varies from thinker to thinker but life is an
invariable constant that is dear to all. There are never grounds for war:

. . .angry abuse from another should be countered by looking to oneself
for the cause of the anger. If the cause can be found within oneself, the
other should be forgiven for his anger. Even if the fault does not lie with
oneself, the other should be forgiven because his anger is due to
ignorance. The ignorant should always be forgiven. If someone accuses
us covertly, he should be forgiven because he did not do so overtly. If he
accuses us overtly, he should be forgiven because he did not resort to
physical violence. If he did resort to beating, he should be forgiven
because he did not kill us. If he did attempt to kill us, he should be
forgiven for not distracting us from the religious path. We should
always find reason to forgive a person who harms us and should
remember that whatever misfortunes confront us, they are due to our
past karma. (9.6)

Cosmology

The Jaina view of the soul’s beginningless karmic interaction with the
material world has given rise to a philosophical tradition with an abiding
interest in natural sciences. Umasvati’s description of the infernal, middle
and celestial regions, which may be read as mythical, symbolical descrip-
tions, follow the demands of karma. Thus, we see that the infernals are not
punished by an outside force; they inflict pain on one another.

Despite what would now be seen as scientific inaccuracies and myths,
there is a notable degree of correct observation and astonishing insight
into the natural world. The careful cataloguing of species on the basis of
sensory complexity, reproductive methods and the possession of a brain
(2.11-2.25, 2.32-2.36) are in tune with the logic of modern biological
taxonomy. The concept of a universe teeming with submicroscopic living
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TRANSLATOR'S INTRODUCTION

bodies (5.16) and of infinitesimal units of matter that make up the basic
building blocks of the cosmos (5.23—5.28; appendix 5) reveal an intuitive
grasp of the physical world. At the other end of the scale, the Jaina concept
of a universe with concentric rings of islands and oceans (3.7-3.11), so
vast they are beyond imagining except in elaborate mathematical
metaphor, has echoes of planetary, solar and galactic systems. The
description of the calculation of the rajju, the unit of cosmic measurement
(see appendix 3), reveals that the Jaina mathematicians were struggling
with concepts that were counterparts of the “light year” of modern
science. The sheer scale of the Jaina vision of time and space, a vision that
includes the notion of infinity (see appendices 1-3) is a tribute to the
sophistication and insight of these great thinkers and mathematicians.
There is also imbedded in this vision the idea of time and space as
co-existents (5.38), something later identified by Einstein.

The Paradox of Existence: Impermanence and Permanence

The Jaina vision, explained by Umasvati, of a world that is both spiritual
and physical, infinitely vast and infinitely small, is further explained as a
world that is both permanent and impermanent. Here again, the broad
vision of the anekanta world-view maintains that, contrary to the Shake-
spearean world-view, it is possible for something “to be and not to be”. A
phenomenon, or a “real” as it is called, flows through “modes” which are
infinite and ever-changing. Through its constantly changing modes, a real
is beginning and ending at every moment and thereby persists. Hence, we
have the famous sutra that defines existence: “Origination, cessation and
persistence constitute existence” (5.29). This Jaina paradox supports both
the “eternalist” view and the “constant flux” view of reality, with the
proviso that they each have only half the picture. A thing is neither real nor
unreal, neither being nor non-being, neither one nor many, neither eternal
nor non-eternal exclusively, but is both without violating the law of logic
reinforced by experience.

As with many aspects of Jaina thought, this paradox finds a home in
modern science and its discoveries about the very depths of material
existence. At an atomic level, we discover that every apparently solid and
stable object is constantly beginning and ending. Our own body, which is
apparently alive and kicking at every moment of the day, is subject to the
constant death and birth of cells. Even deeper, at the sub-atomic level, we
find that electrons and light energy have a dual aspect; they are at once
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waves of probability and definite particles, despite the logical impossibility
of this. Perhaps their nature is best described by the seventh proposition in
the sevenfold predication of anekanta, “Existence, non-existence and
inexpressibility”. In other words, “It is, it is not, and it is inexpressible”
(5.31).

Translating the Tattvartha Sutra

The structure of the Tattvartha Sitra is ten chapters of short, concise
sutras. Each sutra has a commentary which elaborates and elucidates it.
However, there is some disagreement between the two main Jaina sects,
the $vetambaras and Digambaras (see pp. xxxiii-xxxiv), in both the
recension (version) of the sutras and their commentaries. The present
translation includes these sectarian variations. To achieve this, three main
versions of the Tattvartha Siitra with commentaries have been used:

1. Svopajiia Bhasya (SB), believed by the Svetambara sect to be the sutras
and commentary of Umasvati himself.

2. Svopajiia Bhasya Ttka (SBT), a commentary by Siddhasenagani of the
$vetambara sect on the SB (see above). The sutras are the same as for
the SB.

3. Sarvarthasiddbi (SS), a commentary by Pijyapada Devanandi. The
version of the sutras given by Pajyapada is considered by the
Digambara sect to be a faithful rendering of Umasvati’s sutras
(Digambaras do not believe that the commentary of Umasvati is
extant).

As the reader will see, a single sutra reading is given — unless there is
variation between the SB/SBT tradition and the SS tradition, in which case
the two variant readings are given for the same sutra. As for the com-
mentary, this is a faithful representation of all three commentaries with
their differences properly noted. At times, other commentaries and works
that relate to the Tattvartha Siitra are also drawn upon, for instance the
Tattvarthavartika of Akalanka, a commentary based on the
Sarvarthasiddbi commentary.

The language of Tattvartha Siitra is terse Sanskrit with technical terms
that belong exclusively to Jainism. The English rendering of these terms
was a difficult task, mainly because I had to find easy and simple
equivalents for them without compromising their originality and depth. It
was necessary to find a terminology that was unconventional but precise,
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simple but expressive. The task was a unique experience for me which I
enjoyed very much as Thad to pass through a maze of nuances of words for
their proper selection.

My purpose in giving a simplified unconventional English rendering has
been to promote a pleasant intimacy between the reader and the
unfamiliar, sometimes strange, concepts of Jainism, in the hope that
readers may draw something of value for themselves from it. The
Tattvartha Sitra offers practical and ethical tools for living a restrained,
tolerant and non-violent life, based on a theory of wisdom that respects the
individual’s power of insight, a theory of knowledge that respects the
viewpoint of every thinking mind, and a theory of conduct that respects
varieties of moral experience. In other words, no saint is complete, no
philosophy final, there are as many philosophies as there are souls. Philo-
sophy changes, thoughts change; to believe in a final and complete philo-
sophy is to believe in dogmatism. And so the reader is invited to partake of
this great work, not as a final statement, but as an ongoing philosophy to
which they are enjoined to bring their own thoughts and experiences.

Dr Nathmal Tatia
Research Director, Jain Vishva Bharati
Ladnun, India
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The Jaina Faith and its History

The image of the Jaina as a person of peace and goodwill — a committed
vegetarian who believes non-violence (ahimsa) towards all beings is the
foundation of all spiritual practice — is strongly imprinted on the Indian
psyche. Indeed it can be said that the Jaina community has often been a
morally uplifting factor in the life of Indian society as a whole. Mahatma
Gandhi, perhaps the greatest champion of non-violence in our age, said he
had been deeply influenced, particularly in the development of his theory
of non-violence as a political instrument, by the revered Jaina layman
Raychandbhai Mehta with whom he exchanged letters. “Three people
have influenced me deeply, Tolstoy, Ruskin and Raychandbhai: Tolstoy
through one of his books... and Raychandbhai through intimate personal
contact.”’

Jainism does not fall under the broad umbrella of the Vedic (Hindu)
traditions. It is a non-theistic religion with its own sacred texts and Jinas,
or “Spiritual Victors”, Mahavira, the most recent Jina, lived in the sixth
century BCE in northern India during a period in which the non-Vedic
§ramana religions proliferated. The $ramana religions rejected the
authority of the Hindu scriptures (Vedas) and deities, denied the efficacy
of sacrifice and, most importantly, displayed pronounced antagonism to
the tradition of Brahmanical (priestly) supremacy. Jainism is one of the
two extant §ramana religions and the only one to survive in India. The
other survivor, Buddhism, disappeared from India by the fourteenth
century. Today there are approximately seven million followers of
Jainism, the vast majority of whom live in India.

The Jinas

Jaina (also pronounced Jain) means “a follower of a Jina”. The Jinas are the
Spiritual Victors — human teachers who have attained infinite knowledge
and preached the doctrine that there is eternal liberation (moksa) from
worldly suffering when the bonds of spiritual ignorance are broken. This
doctrine is not exclusive to Jainism; it is at the root of virtually all Indian
philosophies and indeed, until the ninth century, “Jina” was used as a gen-
erictermin India for enlightened spiritual teachers. The Jinasare also called
Tirthankaras, “builders of the ford (which leads across samsara, the

' M. K. Gandhi, XXXII4.
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river of suffering)”. Jainas believe that twenty-four Tirthankaras appearin
each ascending and descending half of the time cycle, have done so from
beginningless time, and will continue to do so forever. Their teachings are
neither received through divine revelation nor manifested through some
inherent magical power (as the Vedas are said to be). It is the individual
human soul itself which, aided by the earlier teachings, comes to know the
truth. Worshipping or following the teachings of a particular Jina, there-
fore, has no special significance as nothing new is taught, and the path
remains always the same. Even so, it is natural that those teachers who
most immediately precede the present age would be remembered more
readily. Thus we find that the first Jina, Rsabha, and the last few Jinas —
Nemi, Piréva, and especially Mahavira, the final teacher of the current
time cycle — are taken as objects of a certain veneration. These last three
Jinas are often regarded as the historical teachers and have been so placed
by modern scholars. Nemi seems to have flourished in Saurashtra and to
have been a contemporary of Krsna.? Parsva has been verified as a spiritual
teacher who flourished in Varanasi in c. 850 BCE. Buddhist texts refer to
the large number of nirgrantha ascetics (“unattached ones”, as the Jainas
were then known) who followed the fourfold restraint identified with the
teachings of Parsva.’

Mahavira

Tradition has it that Vardhamana, later hailed as Mahavira or Great
Hero, was born in 599 BCE in the kingdom of Vaisali in the Magadha
region (near modern Patna). His father was a warrior chieftain and his
mother was the sister of the Vaisali ruler.

Although the scriptures assert time and again that the Jina is a human
being, born of human parents, the Jaina laity is usually raised to regard
him more as a superhuman with fantastic attributes whose career is
marked by a fixed and rather stylized set of supernatural occurrences.
Thus, the lifestory of Mahavira begins with a series of dreams by his
mother which indicate that she will give birth to a universal monarch or a
great saint. Mahavira’s birth is said to have been attended by numerous
marvels and his saintliness is evidenced in the stories of his childhood acts
of non-violence and bravery.

2 See Renou 1953:114. See Jacobi 1884: 276-9.
3 See Jacobi 1880.
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When the Jina-to-be was thirty years old, the gods appeared
miraculously and urged him to renounce the householder’s life so he might
awaken to his destiny, shaped by his many previous lives of great virtue.
Mahavira renounced the world and wandered alone for twelve years
engaging with resolution in severe penances. The most important of these
voluntary mortifications involved complete fasting, abstaining from both
food and water sometimes for as long as a week at a time. The practice has
made an indelible impression upon the Jaina psyche; even today many of
the Jina’s followers occasionally undertake long waterless fasts as a major
expression of the holy life. This emphasis upon fasting, more than any
other single factor, distinguishes the religious practice of the Jaina lay-
people from that of the Hindu communities which surround them. Jaina
monks and nuns undergo rigorous fasts as a regular aspect of monastic
life.

Mahavira’s attainment of full enlightenment occurred exactly twelve
years, six months and fifteen days after he set out upon the ascetic’s path.
He had attained the state of infinite knowledge from which there can be no
falling away and, in so doing, became the twenty-fourth and final Jina of
the descending half of the present cycle. Mahavira spent the next thirty
years preaching the doctrine of non-violence as the path to eternal
liberation from worldly suffering. His initial circle of disciples, eleven
converted brahmans, is said to have grown in his lifetime to 14,000
monks, 36,000 nuns, 159,000 laymen and 318,000 laywomen.*

In 527 BCE, at the age of seventy-two, Mahavira shed his mortal body
and his soul passed into nirvana, ascending to the permanent resting place
of all liberated souls (Siddhas) at the very apex of the universe. Today, over
2500 years later, his life and teachings continue to provide instruction and
inspiration for Jainas in their daily lives.

The Practice

Perhaps more than any other Indian religious tradition, Jainism is imbued
with an emotional commitment to self-reliance. In the soul’s tormented
struggle to free itself from its beginningless, and possibly endless, worldly
bondage, neither Fate (niyati) nor the gods are at hand to assist. Even the
Jinas are only able to help through their teachings. Jainas further believe

* Kalpa-sitra (Suttagame edition): 133-5. It is estimated that there are approximately 2500
monks and over 5000 nuns at the present time in the entire Jaina community.
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that the soul has always been impure through its entanglement with the
material world, just as a seam of gold has “always” been embedded in the
rock where it is found. Following the logic of this analogy, absolute
purification may be achieved if the proper refining method is applied. As
can be seen in the Tattvartha Siitra, no other Indian school has invested so
much energy in describing the precise mechanism of karmic bondage and
release from that bondage nor has any other tradition conceived of the
reward and retribution of karma as part of the unequivocal physical law of
the universe. Karma is itself actual matter, rather than the sort of quasi-
physical or psychological elements envisioned by other schools.

Seeking to comprehend every aspect of bondage, the philosopher-
monks such as Umasvati produced a highly sophisticated analysis of the
various types of material karmas, noteworthy not only for its coherent
systemization but also for the deep psychological insight which it reveals.
They correctly perceived, moreover, that no religious institution can
survive without the strong involvement of the laity. Hence, they have not
only played down the “inferior” nature of the lay path, but have shown
their high regard for this path by producing numerous tracts on the
particulars of lay conduct.” The earliest surviving work which includes
such particulars is the Tattvartha Sitra. However, the ascetic orientation
of Jainism was certainly not lost; not only does the way of the ascetic retain
premier status among Jainas, but even the lay discipline is far more strict
than in most other religious communities.

The degree of a person’s advancement on the spiritual path, indeed the
very fact of his or her commitment to the Jaina ideal, is indicated by the
religious practices which are undertaken — particularly those involving
various self-imposed restraints. The layperson’s “minor vows”
(anuvratas) of refraining from evil actions are just a modified, relatively
weak version of the real Jaina vows, the “great vows” (mahavratas) of the
ascetics; they may curb evil behaviour but they cannot bring a person to
liberation. In practice, however, this point has not been stressed. Jaina
teachers have been realistic enough to see that most new converts will be
emotionally ready only for the layperson’s path.

To understand the basic restraints of Jaina lay life as well as those
applied at later stages of the spiritual path, we must appreciate the Jaina
preoccupation with ahimsa, non-violence. To abstain from violence is the

5 Williams 1963: xxvii—xxx lists over forty such treatises, from the second to the seventeenth
century CE.
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foundational vow of Jainism from which follow the other vows to abstain
from falsehood, theft, carnality and possessiveness. Great importance has
been attached to non-violence by every Indian school, but none has carried
it to the extreme of the Jainas. For them it is not simply the first among
virtues, but the virtue; all others are simply elaborations of this central
one. It is formalized in the ancient vow:

I will desist from the knowing or intentional destruction of all great lives
[souls with two or more senses]. As long as I live, I will neither kill nor
cause others to kill. I will strive to refrain from all such activities,
whether of body, speech or mind.

When one takes this first vow, a commitment is being made to a lifelong
code of conduct to which one must pay meticulous attention at every
moment. Even though nowadays not many Jainas formally assume the
vow of ahimsa under the guidance of an ascetic, certain non-violent
practices are so basic that they functionally define membership in the Jaina
community. A Jaina must never eat meat. Fermented beverages, honey and
figs are also traditionally prohibited because of the Jaina belief in nigodas,
microscopic single-sensed beings which inhabit almost every corner of the
universe and are especially prevalent in sweet or fermented substances.
However, serious as it is, harm done to nigodas is considered far less grave
than that done to higher life forms. The refusal to eat meat constitutes the
. most basic expression of the Jaina commitment to non-violence. It may
well be that Jainism was the first Indian tradition to preach so strongly
against the taking of life; in any case, it certainly became the primary
exponent of vegetarianism in India and contributed much to the eventual
triumph of vegetarianism throughout the sub-continent.

As for occupations, Jainas should not choose one involving intentional
destruction, such as that of a hunter or a fisherman. Even though a farmer
may destroy insects during the course of his work, such harm is done
unwittingly and so does not render this means of livelihood unacceptable.
Six modes of livelihood — government, writing, farming, the arts, com-
merce and various crafts — have been designated as “respectable” by Jaina
teachers. In practice, however, followers of the Jina have been strongly
encouraged to enter those professions which have the least potential for
violence; hence military service and agriculture have come to be con-
sidered somewhat less desirable occupations, while a career in business is
seen as the most appropriate. Even within the context of commercial
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activity, certain varieties of trade have been specifically prohibited for one
who has entered upon the path of restraint. These include dealing in
charcoal, selling timber, selling or driving oxcarts, charging fees for trans-
port by oxcart, excavation, ploughing and quarrying, dealing in animal
by-products (for example ivory), trading in lac, manufacturing or selling
alcohol, trading in slaves or livestock, dealing in poisons or weapons,
operating mills or oilpresses, gelding and branding animals, burning fields
to encourage subsequent agricultural production, draining water so that
crops can be planted, and breeding and rearing destructive animals.

Out of the various supplementary practices that support the vows of
non-violence — truth, non-theft, non-carnality, and non-possessiveness —
there are two of particular importance. The first is samayika, a practice of
great antiquity, wherein the layperson’s religious activities are integrated
with the yogic methods of the ascetic path. The meaning of samayika is
understood as attaining equanimity. Itis a fusion with the true self through
increasing detachment from all external objects. The ritual practice of
simayika entails a temporary renunciation of all possessions before sitting
in meditation for up to one Indian hour (forty-eight minutes). The tran-
quillity of the mind is at first increased by forgiving, and begging
forgiveness of, the entire world of beings. This is followed with the prayer:

Friendship towards all beings,

Delight in the qualities of virtuous ones,

Utmost compassion for afflicted beings,

Equanimity towards those who are not well-disposed towards me.
May my soul have such dispositions as these forever.

The mind is then guided to a deep level of meditation on the self by
inwardly repeating one of the many recitations for renouncing the
passions of mind and body and feeling equanimity towards all during the
meditation, with an aspiration that this state will be maintained life after
life until eternal liberation is achieved. The recitations also include
reminders to the self that one’s eternal soul is the maker and shaper of
one’s fate.

Jaina lawbooks repeatedly commend this ritual as the highest form of
spiritual discipline. The individuals experience a small taste of the tran-
quillity and bliss available to them once they overcome the gross passions
which prevent them taking the vows of the ascetic. This sublime
experience will sustain the aspirant even on returning to the bustle of daily
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