
    [image: Logo]
PDF Host


Report Abuse
    
      
    

    
      Layout 1 - Long, Jeffery D.(Author)

      Please enable JavaScript to view the full PDF

      06 Jainism 141-172 20/1/09 14:32 Page 141 Chapter VI The Jain Doctrines of Relativity: A Philosophical Analysis Anekāntavāda: The Ontology of Relativity Let us turn now from intellectual history to an analysis of the Jain doctrines of relativity themselves: anekāntavāda, nayavāda, and syādvāda. Anekāntavāda may be translated as the ‘non-one-sided’ or ‘many- sided doctrine’, or the ‘doctrine of many-sidedness’. I find Satkari Mookerjee’s translation, ‘philosophy of non-absolutism’, useful up to a point, but ultimately deceptive, inasmuch as it might be taken to imply that there is no absolute viewpoint within Jain philosophy. But according to Jainism such a viewpoint does exist – the viewpoint that encompasses all others, the viewpoint of fully enlightened and liberated omniscient beings (kevalins), like Mahāvīra, souls that have been liberated from their inessential defiling karmic matter.222 Anekāntavāda is an ontological doctrine. Its fundamental claim, as it eventually came to be understood by the tradition, is that all existent entities have infinite attributes. As Haribhadra summarizes it in the section on Jainism in his Saddarśanasamuccaya: Existence is characterized by emergence, perishing, and duration. On account of this, it is said that an entity has infinite (ananta) attributes and is the object of an instrument of knowledge ([pra]māna).223 This claim stems from the ontological realism that characterizes the Jain position. That is, according to Jain thought, reality is essentially as we perceive it.224 The apparent contradictions that our perceptions of reality involve – continuity and change, emergence and perishing, permanence and flux, identity and difference – reflect the interdependent, relationally constituted nature of things. Reality is a synthesis of opposites. This multi-faceted (a good translation of ‘anekānta’) character of reality is reflected in the definition of 06 Jainism 141-172 20/1/09 14:32 Page 142 142 Jainism: An Introduction existence that we have seen presented in the Tattvārthasūtra: ‘Emergence, perishing, and duration constitute existence’.225 It is therefore consistent with the nature of reality to affirm contrary attributes of any given entity. The number of possible predications which can validly be made of an entity is heightened to infinity by the fact that, unlike other Indian (and Western) notions of a substance as having no real relations to any other entity, Jainism affirms a definition of an entity which includes within itself the entity’s relations, both of being and of non-being, with every other entity constituting the cosmos. A pot, therefore, is related to all other pots by having all of the qualities that go into making a pot a pot. But it is also related to pens by its not possessing pen qualities.226 It can therefore be asserted that, from a certain perspective (that of being a pot), the pot exists; whereas, from another perspective (that of being a pen – i.e. having pen-qualities) the pot does not exist – that is, it contains within its definition non-being with respect to pen-qualities. It does not exist qua pen. The Jain definition of an entity thus includes, in the form of its internal relations with them, both positive and negative, every other entity in the cosmos.227 Despite its different metaphysical starting point from Buddhism and Vedānta – its metaphysical realism in contrast with these two traditions’ idealist bent – one can discern points of contact between the fundamental ontology of Jainism and that of Buddhism – in terms of affirming a relational, interdependent worldview – and Vedānta – in terms of the perception of a deep unity that can be seen to underlie all entities.228 Although this may, at first glance, seem to be a surprising conclusion, given the profound dualism of the Jain worldview – with its sharp distinction between jīva and ajīva – the fundamentally relational nature of existence is a logical implication of the Jain doctrines of relativity when they are applied consistently to any given topic. This can be seen due to the inability to define any given entity in isolation, but only in terms of its relations of negative and positive prehension of the qualities of other entities, that these doctrines affirm. Though I am not aware of any Jain scholars who have sought to so apply it, this view of Jain philosophy as affirming a deeper relational unity beneath the dualism it affirms on a cosmological level can help account for the otherwise inexplicable ability of karmic matter to affect the soul. 06 Jainism 141-172 20/1/09 14:32 Page 143 The Jain Doctrines of Relativity: A Philosophical Analysis 143 Nayavāda: The Epistemology of Relativity Epistemologically, anekāntavāda, with its affirmation that every entity possesses infinite attributes, entails nayavāda, which is best translated as ‘perspectivism’ or the ‘doctrine of perspectives’. The gist of this doctrine has already been presented: because all entities possess infi- nite attributes – some of which seem incompatible – one may make infinitely many, and sometimes seemingly incompatible, claims about the character of an entity – such as, ‘It is the nature of an entity to endure over time’, or ‘It is the nature of an entity to perish’. The truth of one’s affirmations about an entity depend upon the perspective from which one’s affirmations are made. Truth is a function of perspective (naya). This doctrine of nayas enables the Jains to avoid the charge of self- contradiction in their attribution of seemingly incompatible characteristics to an entity. No violation of the law of contradiction is entailed; for it is not the case that the Jains make incompatible predications of an entity in the same sense, but in different senses, from different nayas. In other words, the Jains do not claim, for example, that an entity both exists and does not exist in the same sense. But in different senses, from different perspectives, the entity can be said both to exist and not to exist (qua pot, for example, but not qua pen). This doctrine is illustrated with the example of the golden crown.229 Recall the definition of existence as characterized by origination, cessation and endurance. A golden crown comes into the possession of a king. His son, the prince, wants to keep the crown, but the queen wants it melted down and made into a necklace. The king agrees to the wishes of his wife and the crown is melted down. The queen is delighted to have a new necklace. The prince is disappointed that the coveted crown has been destroyed. The king, however, is indifferent, for the amount of gold in question has remained the same. These three people are viewing the same entity – the gold – from the perspectives of emergence, perishing, and duration – hence their varied reactions to the phenomena that they observe. The former state (paryāya) of the substance (dravya) has passed away – the crown. A new state has taken its place – the necklace. But the substance – the gold – constituted by its essential qualities (gunas) persists.230 In one sense, a new entity has come into being. In another, 06 Jainism 141-172 20/1/09 14:32 Page 144 144 Jainism: An Introduction an entity has been destroyed. And in yet another, no change has occurred. This illustrates the complex character of reality. As indicated earlier, the perspectives of emergence, perishing, and duration are not the only nayas affirmed in Jain philosophy. According to later interpretations, the number of nayas is potentially infinite: ‘Reality is many-faced (anantadharmakātmakam vastu) and intelligence is selective. There are, therefore, as many ways of knowing (nayas) as there are faces to reality.’231 As we have seen, though, a standardized list of seven nayas is articulated in a number of Jain philosophical texts, such as the Tattvārthasūtra. Though explanations of the items on this list vary in their particulars from text to text, Kendall Folkert provides the following ‘compromise account’ of the nayas, which gives one a good general sense of the Jain epistemological project as it is expressed in this list: naigamanaya: the viewpoint from which the general and particular properties of the object are inadequately distinguished; a commonsense, concrete way of looking at an object samgrahanaya: the viewpoint that takes primary account of the generic properties of the object. vyavahāranaya: the viewpoint that regards an object only in light of one’s practical experience of it [not the same as Kundakunda’s vyavahāranaya] rjusūtranaya: the viewpoint that takes account only of the present mode of an object, or sees it only as the present agglomerate of particulars śabdanaya: the viewpoint concerned with the relationship of word to object in general, i.e. the question of synonyms and their significance samabhirūdhanaya: the viewpoint concerned with the etymological relationship of word to object evambhūtanaya: the viewpoint that holds that language must conform to the function of an object at the moment in which a word is used of an object.232 06 Jainism 141-172 20/1/09 14:32 Page 145 The Jain Doctrines of Relativity: A Philosophical Analysis 145 Anyone with some familiarity with Indian philosophy will recognize a number of well-known Indian philosophical positions associated with particular schools of thought in this list. The rjusūtra (literally, ‘straight thread’) naya, for example, resembles early Buddhist metaphysical positions; and the evambhūta (‘existing thus’) naya resembles Mīmāmsā views of the relationship of language and object in a Vedic ritual context. One can see, then, the potential uses of nayavāda in Jain attempts to conceptualize the fact of a diversity of philosophical perspectives in the society around them, and as a polemical tool. This doctrine is, in fact, employed for both uses in Jain philosophical texts. This brings us, then, to the Jain theory of error. The worst philosophical error one can commit, and which is the root of all error, is ekāntatā – one-sidedness, or absolutism. A common illustration in Jain texts of the limitations of ekāntatā is the dispute between nityatvavāda and anityatvavāda. Nityatvavāda, according to which there are permanently enduring substances – the view of both the Naiyāyikas and Vaiśesikas and of Advaita Vedānta233 – is correct if affirmed from the perspective of the enduring nature of a thing, but incorrect inasmuch as it rules out the reality of change. Similarly, the contrary view, anityatvavāda, the affirmation of impermanence as the essential nature of things – the view of Buddhism – is correct if affirmed about the constantly changing modal nature of things, but incorrect inasmuch as it rules out the permanently enduring aspect of a substance. The truth, of course, is nityānityatvavāda. Reality is, in different senses, both eternal and non- eternal, according to the Jain perspective. The Jains evaluate alternative schools of thought as representing partially correct, but incomplete, ekānta nayas. Like Whitehead, the Jains affirm that, ‘The chief danger to philosophy is narrowness in the selection of evidence.’234 This is the realist thesis that any metaphysical system based on only one dimension of experience errs inasmuch as it rules out the validity of other perspectives. According to the Jain version of realism, ekāntatā leads to māyāvāda – the thesis that the bulk of human experience is the result of illusion (māyā) – a view rejected by the Jains as destructive to spiritual practice.235 06 Jainism 141-172 20/1/09 14:32 Page 146 146 Jainism: An Introduction Syādvāda: The Dialectic of Relativity The concerns of the Jain tradition are not confined to the realm of philosophy in the sense of inquiry into the nature of reality, but extend to the realm of ‘meta-philosophy’ as well – to reflection upon and discussion of what constitutes the proper nature of philosophical discourse.236 This brings us to syādvāda, translatable literally as the ‘maybe doctrine’, but more accurately as the ‘doctrine of conditional or qualified assertion’ – the doctrine of the proper formulation and analysis of philosophical claims in light of the philosophy of relativity. In the discussion of nayavāda, it was stated that, according to the dominant Jain theory of error, one commits falsehood only by stating propositions dogmatically or one-sidedly. Consequently, according to later Jain thought (at least from the time of the Samantabhadra’s Āptamīmāmsā, very likely the first text to introduce syādvāda in the form which was to become normative for the mainstream tradition), one states a true proposition only when one speaks in a non-exclusive manner. The mark of this non-exclusive, non-absolutist form of speech is the qualification of one’s philosophical claims with the Sanskrit modifier ‘syāt’, hence the name ‘syādvāda’, or ‘syāt-doctrine’, for the Jain doctrine of the proper formulation and expression of philosophical claims.237 What does the word ‘syāt’ mean? In ordinary Sanskrit usage, ‘syāt’ is the third-person singular optative form of the verbal root as, meaning ‘exist’. ‘Syāt’ thus normally means ‘it could be’, ‘it should be’, ‘maybe’, or ‘it is possible that…’. But in the context of its usage as a technical term in Jain philosophy, it is stipulated that syāt is not the third-person singular optative form of ‘exist’, but an indeclinable particle (nipāta). In its normal usage, syāt conveys a sense of indefiniteness. But this sense is not adequate to what the Jains intend when they use this term to qualify philosophical claims. Quite the opposite meaning is, in fact, intended by the Jains in their technical use of this word; for the point of syādvāda is ultimately not to be vague, but to disambiguate language, to coordinate the exclusive, one-sided claims made by various competing schools of thought with partially valid perspectives, or nayas, understood as such in terms of the broader or higher perspective held to be provided by the Jainadarśana – a point of view which is itself based upon the 06 Jainism 141-172 20/1/09 14:32 Page 147 The Jain Doctrines of Relativity: A Philosophical Analysis 147 absolute or omniscient perspective of the Jina. As Samantabhadra explains: In the sentences of the position of relativity there is a movement towards specificity. [This occurs] due to the connection of the meaning of the particle (nipāta) ‘syāt’ with Your [Mahāvīra’s] absolute perspective. Due to its renunciation of absolutism, syādvāda [could be taken to mean] ‘somehow’ or ‘sometimes’ [in other words, to convey a sense of indefiniteness]. But in the method of sevenfold predication [to be explained shortly] it means ‘in some specific sense’.238 In Jain technical usage, then, syāt conveys the meaning ‘in some specific sense, or from some specific perspective, it is certainly the case that…’. According to Ācārya Mahāprajñā, for a statement to be valid according to syādvāda, it must include not only the modifier ‘syāt’ – which, in ordinary usage conveys a sense of indefiniteness – but the modifier ‘eva’ as well. In a sense the opposite of ‘syāt’ in ordinary Sanskrit usage, eva is typically used to give emphasis, to indicate that something is certainly the case, or that what is being said is of special importance. It tends to have the same function as the old English word ‘verily’, and is frequently translated as such in early English renditions of Sanskrit texts. The pairing of syāt with eva is intended to convey the synthesis of the relative and the absolute that it is the purpose of syādvāda to effect – the idea that the truth of a claim is relative to the perspective from which it is made, but that, given this specification, definite truth-claims are possible. In the words of Ācārya Mahāprajñā: In the absence of relativism [i.e. relativity] indicated by the phrase ‘in some respect’ (syāt) the use of the expression ‘certainly’ (eva) would confer an absolutistic import on the propositions. But by the use of the word ‘syāt’ (in some respect) indicative of relativism [i.e. relativity], the expression ‘certainly’ (eva) loses the absolutistic import and confers definiteness on the intended attributes predicated in the propositions.239 According to Siddhasena, there are seven possible applications of ‘syāt’. These applications exhaust all the truth-values of a given proposition. These seven applications of syāt do not correspond to the traditional seven nayas, but their purpose is the same: to situate various views as parts of the greater whole constituted by the synthesizing perspective of Jain philosophy. According to Samantabhadra, the seven 06 Jainism 141-172 20/1/09 14:32 Page 148 148 Jainism: An Introduction possible truth-claims that can be made with respect to any given proposition p are: 1. In a sense/from one point of view (syāt) p is certainly (eva) true. 2. In another sense/from another point of view (syāt) p is certainly (eva) not true. 3. In another sense/from another point of view (syāt) p is certainly (eva) both true and not true. 4. In another sense/from another point of view (syāt) p is certainly (eva) inexpressible. 5. In another sense/from another point of view (syāt) p is certainly (eva) both true and inexpressible. 6. In another sense/from another point of view (syāt) p is certainly (eva) both not true and inexpressible. 7. In another sense/from another point of view (syāt) p is certainly (eva) true, not true and inexpressible.240 In order to illustrate the function of syādvāda in the analysis of a proposition, let us return to our friend, the pot, and analyze the unqualified proposition “The pot exists”: 1. In a sense (that of possessing the defining characteristics of a pot), the pot certainly does exist. 2. In another sense (that of possessing some characteristics incompatible with those of a pot, such as the characteristics unique to a pen), the pot certainly does not exist (i.e. it does not possess those non-pot characteristics). 3. In another sense (the two aforementioned senses taken in successive conjunction with one another), the pot certainly both does and does not exist. (It exists with respect to some characteristics and not others.) 4. In another sense (the first two senses taken in simultaneous conjunction with one another), the character of the pot certainly is inexpressible. (This is the sense in which the concrete character of the pot cannot be captured in words but, in Wittgenstein’s terminology, can only be ‘shown’ – the point at which the limits of language are surpassed.) 5. In another sense (the first sense combined with the fourth), the pot certainly both exists and is inexpressible. 06 Jainism 141-172 20/1/09 14:32 Page 149 The Jain Doctrines of Relativity: A Philosophical Analysis 149 6. In another sense (the second sense combined with the fourth), the pot certainly does not exist and is inexpressible. 7. In another sense (the third sense combined with the fourth), the pot certainly both does and does not exist and is inexpressible. This sevenfold application of syāt is taken to be universally applicable and to be exhaustive of the possible truth-values that a given proposition can convey. Syādvāda is, in fact, applied by Jain logicians to a wide variety of topics. It represents Jain dialectical logic at its most sophisticated, and is yet elegantly simple. As Matilal summarizes it, ‘Add a syāt particle to the proposition and you have captured the truth.’241 The seven applications of syāt are not, according to the tradition, arbitrary – unlike, it could be argued, the standard list of seven nayas presented earlier – but really do reflect the possible number of truth- claims which can logically be made with respect to a given proposition; for further combinations of the first four applications (e.g. ‘In a certain sense, x is true, true, not true, and inexpressible’) are redundant, while applications five, six, and seven do amount to distinctive truth-claims, and not mere repetitions of the first four distinct possibilities.242 The logic of this claim is difficult to dispute. The only limitation on the universality of the application of syādvāda is that placed by the insistence of the tradition that the seven possible truth-values of a given proposition – the senses in which a given proposition can be said to be true – as well as the perspectives (nayas) from which these truth-values can be affirmed, must be consistent with the Jain worldview. As Siddhasena has asserted, ‘A well presented view of the form of naya only lends support to the Āgamic doctrines while the same, if ill presented, destroys both (i.e. itself as well as its rival).’243 This suggests a dual sense in which error can be committed. The chief error, of course – the cardinal sin – is the absolute affirmation of the truth of a single perspective to the exclusion of its contrary. But another misuse of a naya, or nayābhāsa, would be to affirm the truth of a proposition in a sense that is incompatible with the logic of the larger perspective of the Jain tradition. The test, in other words, of whether syādvāda has been applied correctly is the extent to which the conclusions derived therefrom are compatible with the normative claims of the Jain tradition, taken to provide a kind of fixed point among the relativity of views which 06 Jainism 141-172 20/1/09 14:32 Page 150 150 Jainism: An Introduction ensures that one does not stray from the truth in the course of accommodating a plurality of perspectives – a fixed point itself founded upon the absolute perspective of the enlightened Jina. The introduction of a normative standard into this philosophy of relativity is what prevents it from being a form of relativism. It is not the case that any proposition can be true in any sense, but only in senses specifiable from within a correct understanding of reality. The sevenfold application of syāt, taken together with its metaphysical basis in anekāntavāda and nayavāda, completes the complex of concepts which I have labeled the ‘Jain doctrines of relativity’ and which articulate the Jain philosophy of relativity. This philosophy has applications relevant to the modern study of religion – and to the question of truth and religious plurality in particular – which, in my opinion, gives it an importance that has yet to be matched by a corresponding Western scholarly interest. It now remains to address possible logical objections to this position as I have outlined it. Objections and Responses: The Charges of Incoherence and Relativism Before one can begin to argue in favor of either an application or an appropriation of the Jain philosophy of relativity there are a couple of objections that must first be met. There is, first, the criticism leveled by the traditional opponents of the Jain view – the other schools of Indian philosophy – that the Jain philosophy of relativity is incoherent, and that the ascription of contrary attributes to a single entity is self-contradictory.244 This criticism, however, is easily met with the recognition that it is based on a misunderstanding of the system of nayas. As mentioned earlier, the Jain position is not that contrary attributions can be made of an entity in the same sense, but only in different senses and from different perspectives – perspectives which the Jains spend a great deal of time and energy delineating.245 One may add that the schools that level this charge most insistently – the Advaitins and Buddhists – articulate classic examples of what the Jains would call ekāntavāda – for the Advaitins affirm that only one entity can be coherently said to exist in the cosmos, the changeless and formless nirguna Brahman, and the Buddhists that the nature of reality 06 Jainism 141-172 20/1/09 14:32 Page 151 The Jain Doctrines of Relativity: A Philosophical Analysis 151 is śūnya, or void. Since both schools only accept one facet of existence – continuity and change, respectively – as a proper basis for reflection, they would, of course, object to any position which accepts other principles as indicative of the character of reality – and this is the case; for these schools marshal similar charges against the realist Naiyāyikas, Vaiśesikas, and Mīmāmsakas on the same basis – the impossibility of attributing, in any sense, contrary properties to one entity. Another criticism that has been leveled more recently against the Jain philosophy of relativity is that it operates in what could be called a ‘moral vacuum’ – that it cannot give an adequate grounding to moral claims – essentially, that it is a form of relativism.246 With syādvāda, for instance, how can one claim, as the Jains do, that violence is evil? Does not syādvāda, if taken seriously, entail that violence is evil from one point of view, not evil – or good – from another point of view, both good and evil from another point of view, of inexpressible moral character from another, etc.? This, essentially, is the charge that this philosophy constitutes a form of relativism in the modern sense – a charge frequently accompanied by the peculiar view that Jain thought is a form of skepticism.247 But this criticism is, like the first, based on a fundamental misconception of the Jain position. Recall the second rule of philosophical interpretation using syādvāda – that the nayas, the senses one invokes to articulate a truth-value for a given proposition, must be in harmony with the Jain conception of reality based on the absolute perspective of the kevalin, or Jina, Mahāvīra. Samantabhadra, in fact, addresses the question of violence in his Āptamīmāmsā – the locus classicus for the application of the Jain philosophy of relativity to a whole range of philosophical and moral issues: Violence [literally, causing pain] to another is always evil, while causing [another] happiness is [always] good. Both unintentional and deliberate destruction [are evil]. Causing pain to oneself is always good, while [causing oneself] happiness is evil. Wise monks renounce attachment to both [pleasure and pain].248 Samantabhadra’s approach to the question, ‘Is violence, in some sense, good?’ reflects both the Jain philosophy of relativity as 06 Jainism 141-172 20/1/09 14:32 Page 152 152 Jainism: An Introduction articulated in syādvāda and the profound Jain commitment to asceticism. Violence, in one sense (syāt) – the sense in which it is directed at others – is certainly (eva) evil. Violence, in another sense (syāt) – the sense in which it is directed at oneself in a Jain ascetic context, such as when one fasts for the purpose of ‘burning off ’ bad karma – is certainly (eva) good. Similarly, causing happiness to others is good, a source of merit, while (selfishly) pursuing one’s own happiness – or better, one’s own pleasure – is evil, an impediment on the path to liberation. In these first two senses combined, violence is both evil and good. And finally, in another sense, the moral character of violence is inexpressible; for the Jina has transcended the pursuit of both pleasure and pain, and so, like the wise monk, is indifferent to both.249 But has Samantabhadra really avoided the implications of relativism in his formulation of relativity? One might ask, once the truth-values of a given proposition, such as ‘Violence is evil’,have been specified, whether further specification is possible. Having established that violence directed at others is always evil, is it possible to apply syādvāda again to this claim? The result of such a second-level application would then be that violence directed at others is, in a sense, evil, but that, in another sense, it is good. This is where the test of correspondence with the normative claims of Jainism must again play its role. The conclusion that violence directed at others is also, in some sense, good, could conceivably be upheld by the assertion that such violence is justifiable if it is engaged in for the purpose of self-defense – or better, for the defense of another who is defenseless (such as a Jain monk). But is such a conclusion compatible with Jainism? Indeed, such claims have historically been made by the Jain community on behalf of both self-defense and the existence of Jain kings, who necessarily engage in violence as part of the pursuit of their royal duties.250 But it could be argued that such claims are simply false, given the normative Jain commitment to ahimsā (which seems to be Jaini’s position). Clearly, syādvāda lends itself to some form of situational ethics – and rightly so. But what if one is confronted with the specific claim, ‘Violence directed at others for the sake of one’s own pleasure is good’? Short of the possibility that such violence, engaged in to sufficient degrees, would eventually so sicken one that one would renounce it and adopt a life of nonviolence – as the 06 Jainism 141-172 20/1/09 14:32 Page 153 The Jain Doctrines of Relativity: A Philosophical Analysis 153 Buddhist tradition claims happened in the case of King Aśoka – one would be hard-pressed to find a perspective acceptable from within the Jain worldview supportive of such a claim.251 Again, the limiting factor upon the universalization of the Jain philosophy of relativity is the fact that the perspectives from which particular truth-claims can be affirmed must finally be coherent with the total Jain worldview. The objection, of course, could be leveled at this point that the introduction of this principle of limitation – the absolute perspective of the enlightened Jina – is arbitrary, and is finally incoherent with the philosophy of relativity as a whole. This objection, however, is met with the claim that the necessity of an absolute perspective is itself an entailment of the philosophy of relativity, consistently applied. Ācārya Mahāprajñā explains this in the following passage: It has been said that the sevenfold predication can be applicable with respect to each and every attribute of a substance. If so, is the non- absolutism … itself available to the system of sevenfold predication? If the reply is in the affirmative, the predication of negation (that is, the second among the seven propositions) would be a kind of absolutism. And in this way non-absolutism would not be a universally applicable doctrine. … The propounder of non-absolutism … admits both non- absolutism and absolutism in their proper perspective. This is why the system of sevenfold predication is applicable to non-absolutism … itself in the following manner: 1. There is absolutism in some respect. 2. There is non-absolutism in some respect. 3. There are both absolutism and non-absolutism in some respect. 4. There is indescribability in some respect. 5. There is absolutism and indescribability in some respect. 6. There is non-absolutism and indescribability in some respect. 7. There is absolutism, non-absolutism, and indescribability in some respect.252 The affirmation of an absolute perspective in the Jain philosophy of relativity is thus not an ad hoc introduction, but an entailment of this philosophy applied consistently to itself. In response to this claim, one might still object that, with respect to the question of violence, it is not the claim of non-absolutism that 06 Jainism 141-172 20/1/09 14:32 Page 154 154 Jainism: An Introduction needs to be exempted from being relativized, but a secondary claim about the acceptability of violence. It must be pointed out here, though, that the Jainadarśana as a whole is conceived as an internally coherent system, and the various claims that constitute it as implying one another. Ahimsā thus remains a constant within this system of relativity. Ahimsā or Assimilation? The Question of Intellectual ‘Violence’ As alluded to earlier, syādvāda has frequently been characterized and promoted by its contemporary interpreters as ‘intellectual ahimsā’. By this is meant a practice of nonviolence extended to the realm of philosophical discourse, a kind of charity toward other philosophical positions and their possible insights into the character of reality. Such an approach is rooted not in mere notions of ‘tolerance’ – often connected in modernity with the trivialization of religion – but in the very nature of the cosmos itself. Specifically, it is rooted in the fact that reality is multi-faceted (anekānta) and thus amenable to mul- tiple, non-exclusive perspectives, and that nonviolence (ahimsā) is an essential component of the Jain path to liberation, rooted in the meta- physics of the soul (jīva). Violent, delusory passions (rāgadvesamoha), such as those involved in one-sided attachment to particular views, attract soul-obscuring karmic matter to the jīva and hinder its progress toward kevalajñāna and liberation.253 This is why Haribhadra affirms that ‘those great graspers at unprofitable argument due to pride and ignorance should be renounced by those desirous of liberation. In reality, those desirous of liberation should have no attachment to grasping anywhere.’254 In other words, one who engages in philosophical debate and makes assertions without qualification, affirming the exclusive truth of only one point of view, not only fails to express the truth by failing to take into account the many possible perspectives from which a proposition may be validly asserted, but also runs the risk of arousing unwanted passions (such as competitiveness, defensiveness, or anger) in the course of one’s discussion and thus further enmeshing oneself in the process of samsāra (birth, death, and rebirth). This, essentially, is the logic of the argument of those who claim that the Jain philosophy of relativity articulates an ethic of ‘intellectual ahimsā’. 06 Jainism 141-172 20/1/09 14:32 Page 155 The Jain Doctrines of Relativity: A Philosophical Analysis 155 It is also the case, however, that this doctrine has historically served as a powerful polemical weapon in the hands of Jain logicians against the adherents of rival schools of thought – portrayed as examples of ekāntavāda. Indeed, it may be argued that the characterization of Jain doctrines of relativity as constituting a form of intellectual ahimsā is a false one. This charge is two-pronged; that is, it can be made from two perspectives – one historical and the other philosophical. In much of both the scholarly and the popular literature of the last couple of centuries on the religions of South Asia, a great deal has been made of the supposedly “tolerant” character of these religions, particularly in contrast with the alleged doctrinal rigidity (or stability, depending upon the author’s evaluative stance) of the monotheistic traditions of the West: Judaism, Christianity and Islam. In this literature, the indigenous traditions of South Asia – primarily Vedāntic Hinduism – are typically depicted as capable of accommodating within themselves an enormous variety of doctrines and practices, an internal diversity which would, it is generally presumed, never be countenanced by the orthodoxy-obsessed religions of the West. Modern Vedāntic descriptions of Hinduism, for example, as ‘not a religion, but religion itself in its most universal and deepest significance’,255 and its Indological equivalent, the image of Hinduism as ‘a vast sponge, which absorbs all that enters it without ceasing to be itself ’,256 are well-known expressions of the view that accommodation of diversity is definitive of Hindu religiosity.257 Probably less well known than these depictions of Hindu accommodation of diversity, but arising from similar historical circumstances and concerns, is the twentieth-century depiction of Jainism, too, as a religion characterized throughout its history by peaceful toleration, in the realm of philosophy, of multiple points of view.258 It has been claimed that the Jain system of philosophical analysis embodies ‘intellectual ahimsā’ – an extension of the central ethical principle of the Jain path into the realm of religious and philosophical discourse. In particular, the Jain doctrines of relativity have been claimed by a number of scholars to articulate an ethic of tolerance toward non-Jain religious and philosophical perspectives, whose assimilation within a Jain intellectual framework they also serve to facilitate.259 But is this an adequate reading of these doctrines? One might, of course, have suspicions about whether the concept of ‘intellectual ahimsā’ actually reflects the orientations of the authors 06 Jainism 141-172 20/1/09 14:32 Page 156 156 Jainism: An Introduction of the premodern Jain texts in which these doctrines of relativity are formulated, particularly given their tendency toward sharp polemic – Haribhadrasūri being a notable exception. Might the ‘discovery’ of ‘intellectual ahimsā’, of an ethic of religious toleration articulated in the philosophical doctrines of a premodern South Asian school of thought, be a product of such typically modern concerns as nation-building and harmony among the diverse religious communities inhabiting the modern Indian nation-state? This clearly seems to be the case with modern formulations of Hinduism as ‘not a religion, but religion itself in its most universal and deepest significance’, of the Vedāntic Brahman as the ocean into which the streams of all the world’s various religions pour, or the peak of the mountain up which all paths lead. This is primarily an historical question. Furthermore, because they allow for the incorporation of non-Jain perspectives in a Jain philosophical framework, might the doctrines of relativity represent not an ethic of toleration, but an assertion of the superiority of the Jain darśana over all other schools of thought as the place where the various one-sided (ekānta) insights of other belief systems find their true, conditionalized expression? If this is the case, then these doctrines are simply the Jain version of the strategy of inclusivism, found in Buddhist and Vedāntic philosophical texts as well, in which one’s own system is depicted as the final truth toward which all other paths point – or, as is the case with Jain inclusivism, the sum total of truths taught in other systems of thought.260 Finally, for the Jains, might not such inclusivism have been a defense mechanism, a philosophical survival strategy on the part of a community that, throughout most of its history, been, with only occasional exceptions, a tiny (though influential) minority? Kendall Folkert claims that the reading of ‘tolerance’ or ‘intellectual ahimsā’ into the Jain doctrines of relativity is a purely modern phenomenon, there being no clear premodern textual evidence that ahimsā was an explicit or even a primary motivation of the Jain intellectuals who formulated these doctrines, or that the two concepts – nonviolence and conceptual relativity – were ever even seen by premodern Jain intellectuals to be connected at all, at least not explicitly.261 The argument, of course, hinges on what one takes ‘tolerance’, precisely, to mean, and how well this notion corresponds with the 06 Jainism 141-172 20/1/09 14:32 Page 157 The Jain Doctrines of Relativity: A Philosophical Analysis 157 claims of the Jain philosophy of relativity. As Folkert points out, the dominant Jain theory of error – that it is the result of ekāntatā, or exclusivity with respect to philosophical perspectives – is congenial to being interpreted as a form of ‘tolerance’ in what could be called a modern sense – an affirmation of the importance of openness to a plurality of perspectives, a rejection of arbitrary, irrational dogmatism. But this is not the only theory of error articulated in the Jain tradition – for there is also the insistence that perspectives, or nayas, must be employed in a manner consistent with Jain doctrine. The dominant theory fits well with the notion that this philosophy is a form of intellectual ahimsā; the other theory, however, does not: The fact that the nayas can be interpreted differently plays a role in the notion of ‘intellectual ahimsā’. Two interpretations of the problem of error in the nayavāda have been mentioned: first, that nayas err in being incomplete [ekānta]; second, that they are susceptible to active misuse [durnaya]. Under the first interpretation, when a naya is illustrated by a school of thought, it is possible to draw the conclusion that each school of thought contributes or partakes in a valid, though limited, view of matters, and that if these limited viewpoints can be synthesized one will have the means of understanding matters in their multi-faceted real status. Thus schools of thought are simply extensions of the fact that any one judgement is limited, and no odium need be attached to the various schools of thought except that they are one-sided while the Jain position is not. … Under the second interpretation, where nayas are capable of being fallacious as well as limited, matters would be very different. What causes the existence of various schools of thought is not only the fact that judgements tend to be partial, but also that there can be error in those judgements. Thus it is not merely wrong-headed insistence on a particular viewpoint that lies behind the existence of various schools, it is also error itself.262 As we have seen, the Jain doctrines of relativity postulate a universe of multi-faceted entities that can be characterized in infinitely many ways from a correspondingly infinite variety of perspectives. The relational character of reality and knowledge posited by anekāntavāda and nayavāda entails that the truth of any given claim about the nature of an entity is relative to the perspective from which the claim is made – that is, that claims about reality are true not absolutely, but only conditionally: ‘in a certain sense’ (syāt), or from a certain point of view. 06 Jainism 141-172 20/1/09 14:32 Page 158 158 Jainism: An Introduction These doctrines allow Jain philosophers to take what Matilal calls an ‘inclusive middle path’ regarding ontological questions, questions about the ultimate character of reality and the entities constituting it.263 Buddhist logicians, for example, typically claim that reality is ultimately characterized by impermanence, consisting of a series of causally connected momentary events. Adherents of Advaita Vedānta, however, claim that there is ultimately only one unchanging entity – Brahman – of which all of reality consists. Jain authors incorporate both perspectives into their view that reality is characterized by both change and continuity. According to the Jain, therefore, the Buddhist and the Vedāntin are both right from their respective points of view and wrong only inasmuch as they assert their positions absolutely, thus negating one another. Change and continuity presuppose one another, and the only properly comprehensive world view, according to Jain thought, is one which allows for both principles to operate as genuine elements of reality, reducing neither to the realm of māyā, or illusion, which the two extreme positions of Buddhism and Advaita each do to the other’s privileged principle: impermanence and eternity. The philosophy of the unchanging substance is embodied in its strongest form by Advaita Vedānta. The affirmation that the momentary state is most ultimate is expressed by the various schools of Buddhism. A mixture of both views, which gives priority to permanence, can be found in the Sāmkhya school, with its doctrine of the purusa, or unchanging spirit, as the eminent reality in contrast with prakrti – changing matter – from which purusa seeks to liberate itself. A mixture of both views which gives priority to particularity and change can be found in the Nyāya and Vaiśesika, according to Jainism, which places itself firmly in the middle between the two extremes of eternalism and momentarism and their more moderate forms.264 Jainism affirms the existence, equally, of both persisting substances and changing modes. It therefore depicts itself as the most comprehensive, the most inclusive, meta-philosophical view; and premodern Jain texts frequently include or consist of lists of all the possible perspectives from which a given question can be viewed and answered correctly. The fact that the doctrines of relativity thus enabled premodern Jain intellectuals to incorporate elements of non-Jain systems of thought into their own philosophical framework, and that Jains have 06 Jainism 141-172 20/1/09 14:32 Page 159 The Jain Doctrines of Relativity: A Philosophical Analysis 159 been among the foremost composers of doxographies – compendia of the views of various schools of thought containing remarkably little in the way of polemic or distortion265 – combined with the modern historical trends which might lead a scholar to want to see toleration in the doctrines of a school of Indian philosophy – the same trends which have led many to conceive of Hinduism as the most tolerant of religions – make it quite understandable that a twentieth-century scholar of the caliber of Matilal might come to the following conclusion about the Jain doctrines of relativity: Non-violence, i.e., abstention from killing or taking the life of others, was the dominant trend in the whole of [the] śramana movement in India, particularly in Buddhism and Jainism. I think the Jainas carried the principle of non-violence to the intellectual level, and thus propounded their anekānta doctrine. Thus, the hallmark of the anekānta doctrine was toleration. The principle embodied in the respect for the life of others was transformed by the Jaina philosophers, at the intellectual level, into respect for the view[s] of others. This was, I think, a unique attempt to harmonize the persistent discord in the field of philosophy.266 Unfortunately, Matilal does not make a case for this conclusion on the basis of specific evidence from premodern Jain texts. It is apparently supposed to be obvious that a doctrine that involves the incorporation of the views of others into one’s own expresses an ethic of nonviolent toleration of those others in fact. Is it possible that this is obvious only to a modern thinker, to whom issues of communal tolerance and inter- religious harmony are among the most pressing issues of the day? Is it possible that, because one’s own existential situation is so characterized by the perceived need for a perspective conducive to peacemaking, the quest for such a perspective being conceived as, perhaps, a matter of national, or even global, survival, one reads that need back into history and presumes that the authors of the texts one is studying were motivated by those same concerns as well?267 The point, again, is not that one cannot use the Jain philosophy of relativity in the service of inter-religious harmony, but that it is not as clear that this is what the ancient Jain thinkers who developed it had in mind. One scholar who does try to make a properly historical case for the doctrines of relativity being an extension of the principle of ahimsā into the realm of philosophical discourse is Nathmal Tatia. It has been 06 Jainism 141-172 20/1/09 14:32 Page 160 160 Jainism: An Introduction suggested by Tatia that syādvāda evolved from early Jain monastic rules regarding proper – that is, nonviolent – speech. Tatia points out that in some of the earliest extant Jain texts, such as the Ācārā$ga and Sūtrakrtā$ga, explicit admonitions against violence not only in body, but in speech and mind as well, occur.268 Similarly, the Daśavaikālika Sūtra, an early Jain manual of monastic discipline, contains the following rules for Jain monks with regard to speech: A wise monk does not speak inexpressible truth, truth mixed with falsehood, doubtful truth, or complete falsehood. A wise monk speaks after careful thought of things uncertain, even of truths, in a manner which may be free from sin, mild and beyond doubt. Likewise, he does not use harsh words, nor even truth that may cause deep injury, for even these generate bondage to negative karmas. A wise soul, conscious of evil intentions, does not speak words as prohibited above, or any other that may cause harm.269 It does not seem like a very big leap from rules about nonviolent speech such as those found in an early text like the Daśavaikālika Sūtra to the claim of later texts like Samantabhadra’s Āptamımāmsā that the proper way to express a claim is to accompany it with the word ‘syāt’ and the elaboration of the senses in which various, prima facie contradictory claims can all be said to be true by means of the doctrine of the nayas and the metaphysics of anekāntavāda. As Folkert points out, however, in his critique of Tatia’s argument, this is an inference which the modern scholar must draw; for the connection between nonviolent speech and syādvāda does not seem to be made, at least explicitly, in any of the premodern Jain texts currently available to modern scholarship. Is there no merit, though, in the position of those scholars who have perceived tolerance in the Jain doctrines of relativity? Whatever their historical origins, could these doctrines not be used to argue for inter-religious tolerance today? In partial defense of the scholars of Jainism who have held that the doctrines of relativity are expressions of intellectual ahimsā, I would want to argue that there are two issues here that can easily become conflated. One is the historical question of whether the premodern formulations of the Jain doctrines of relativity did, in fact, constitute 06 Jainism 141-172 20/1/09 14:32 Page 161 The Jain Doctrines of Relativity: A Philosophical Analysis 161 an extension of the principle of ahimsā into the realm of religious and philosophical discourse. The second is the philosophical question of whether or not, regardless of the actual motivations behind their historical formulation, these doctrines can legitimately be so interpreted as to be capable of deployment in the name of religious toleration. In other words, whether or not they were originally conceived as expressions of ‘intellectual ahimsā’, can the Jain doctrines of relativity, by their internal logic, be deployed to provide the philosophical foundation for an ethic of religious toleration? Simply to pose the problem in the form of the question ‘Do the Jain doctrines of relativity express an ethic of religious toleration or not?’ is to lose sight of this very important distinction. These two issues, however, though distinguishable, are interrelated. With regard to the first issue – the historical question – I tend to agree with Folkert’s position that there is insufficient evidence for making the strong positive claim that many Jain scholars have made in this regard. Regarding the second issue, however, of whether the Jain doctrines of relativity might plausibly be used as elements in the making of an argument for religious toleration, I am strongly inclined to support the position that they can be so used. The historical and the philosophical issues are interrelated, however, inasmuch as textual evidence indicates that, historically, even if the doctrines of relativity were not necessarily designed with ahimsā in mind, there are Jain writers who did put them to what could be called ‘tolerant’ or ‘nonviolent’ uses, and Jain writers who did not. This suggests that the answer to the question ‘Do the Jain doctrines of relativity articulate an ethic or religious toleration or do they not?” cannot be an easy ‘Yes’ or ‘No’. I would like to argue – after the manner in which the Jain texts themselves confront philosophical questions – that the best answer to this question is ‘In some sense yes; in another, no’. Regarding the attitude that is proper for Jains to hold toward non- Jain religious beliefs and practices, there is no consensus among premodern Jain writers. All Jains are, of course, enjoined to live lives of nonviolence in body, speech and mind, entailing the avoidance of careers that involve the taking of human or animal life and the performance of acts of charity toward the larger community, Jain and non-Jain. However, behaving nonviolently, or even kindly, toward others need not – though it can – entail acceptance of or even respect for their beliefs and practices. The range of Jain responses to, for 06 Jainism 141-172 20/1/09 14:32 Page 162 162 Jainism: An Introduction example, the deities worshipped by Hindus has included everything from acceptance – the Jains, for example, offer pūjā to Saraswatī and Laksmī – to ambivalence – Krishna, for example, is regarded as residing in Hell for his violent deeds in the Mahābhārata war, but will be reborn as a Jina in the next cosmic cycle, and is claimed to be related to Neminātha, the 22nd Tīrtha$kara – to loathing and contempt – particularly for Śiva, who is ridiculed in some Jain texts.270 In the realm of philosophy, the Jain doctrines of relativity have had applications with regard to issues of religious toleration at least as varied as the Jain responses to the Hindu deities in popular literature. For some, such as Haribhadrasūri, the doctrines of relativity prove that there are fundamental truths in the teachings of the masters of all traditions, including the non-Jain Kāpila (the traditional founder of the Sāmkhya system of philosophy) and the Buddha. As we have already seen, in his Yogadrstisamuccaya, Haribhadra asserts that nirvāna is essentially one, but is described differently by the great masters who have attained it in order to meet the needs of their particular disciples and of the times in which they lived. The proper attitude, therefore, to hold toward all the great founders of the various paths is veneration and respect. Disputation over matters of logic is to be avoided as non- conducive to the supreme goal, the common aspiration of all.271 He writes elsewhere, ‘I do not have any partiality for Mahāvīra, nor do I revile people such as Kāpila [the founder of the Sāmkhya system of philosophy]. One should instead have confidence in any person whose statements are in accord with reason (yukti).’272 One may, however, contrast Haribhadra’s attitude toward non-Jain darśanas with that of another celebrated Jain thinker of the Śvetāmbara tradition, Hemacandra, author of the Anyayogavyavacchedika – a possible translation of the title of which is ‘The Ripper-Apart of Other Systems of Thought’. In this text, further elaborated by the commentary of his disciple, Mallisenasūri, the Syādvādamañjarī (‘The Flower-Spray of the Doctrine of Conditional Predication’), Hemacandra, while affirming that Jainism contains the true insights of all other systems – and thereby, implicitly, that other systems do contain true insights – seeks primarily to refute the doctrines of those systems, demonstrating their absurdity either on the basis of self- contradiction or conflict with the data of experience, as well as the standard Jain charge of ‘one-sidedness’ (ekāntatā); for Hemacandra also 06 Jainism 141-172 20/1/09 14:32 Page 163 The Jain Doctrines of Relativity: A Philosophical Analysis 163 upholds the dominant interpretation of nayavāda, and expresses it in this text.273 The following verse, sometimes cited as evidence for the nonviolent character of Jain philosophy, sounds, in this context, more like a form of Jain philosophical triumphalism: As, because of being alternatives and counter-alternatives one to another, the other prime doctrines are jealous; not so is Thy [the Jina’s] religion, in desiring the Methods [nayas] in totality, without distinction [or] given to partiality.274 For Hemacandra, the doctrines of relativity demonstrate the superiority of Jainism over other schools of thought, its ability to assimilate their insights to itself. Do the Jain doctrines of relativity, then, articulate an ethic of ahimsā, of nonviolent toleration for the views of others, seen as each expressing a genuine insight into truth? Or do they constitute a rhetorical strategy of assimilation, by which the central teachings of other schools of thought are ‘swallowed up’ into Jainism, which comes out on top as the superior, all-inclusive perspective? The evidence indicates that the answers to these questions depend on who is deploying the doctrines in a given situation. But one thing is clear: for the authors in question, these doctrines are logical entailments of the metaphysical system accepted by the Jain tradition as a whole – the one systematized in Umāsvāti’s Tattvārthasūtra – and not primarily responses to religious diversity. An issue remains, though. Even given the current interpretations of nayavāda, are the Jain doctrines of relativity really ‘nonviolent’? Do they not interpret the doctrines of other communities in ways foreign to the self-understanding of those communities, subsuming their ideas in an intellectual framework to which they would probably not acquiesce? By relativizing them, does this philosophy not distort doctrines beyond recognition? Does it provide a framework for genuine understanding of the other, or for the absorption and appropriation of a constructed ‘other’ with little resemblance to the genuine article? Are the Jain doctrines of relativity a kind of theological imperialism? These are serious questions, and must be answered by those of us who would appropriate this system of logic as a framework for the analysis of religious doctrines and for the conceptualization of religion in general. To some extent, I would claim that the issue must be 06 Jainism 141-172 20/1/09 14:32 Page 164 164 Jainism: An Introduction conceded – that anekantavāda, nayavāda, and syādvāda do not interpret the doctrinal claims of other schools of thought without some distortion, without imposing foreign categories of understanding upon them. I would also maintain, however, that this is an inevitability for anyone, from any perspective, who attempts to understand other points of view using their own categories of understanding. How can one avoid using the categories of one’s own worldview when seeking to understand the views of others? The same general principle applies to secular theories of religion and culture no less than to the perspectives of philosophers and religiously committed intellectuals. In India and Europe: An Essay in Understanding, Wilhelm Halbfass provides what I find to be a useful discussion of the concept of inclusivism as a way of understanding the position which a tradition of thought that is bound, on the one hand, by commitment to certain absolute, normative claims, and, on the other, by injunctions of tolerance and nonviolence, must logically assume. He writes that, ‘any kind of tolerance which is allied with, and committed to, religious absolutism, and which keeps itself free from relativism, scepticism or indifferentism, is by definition inclusivistic’.275 Halbfass furthermore recognizes that, among the possible varieties of inclusivism, some are, in a sense, more inclusive than others, and that the Jain system of relativity is something of a model in this respect: In addition to the ‘vertical’, hierarchical model of inclusivism, there is also a ‘horizontal’ model, which is typified by the Jaina doxographies. The Jainas present their own system not as the transcending culmination of lower stages of truth, but as the complete and comprehensive context, the full panorama which comprises other doctrines as partial truths or limited perspectives. Although these two models are not always kept apart in doxographic practice, they represent clearly different types of inclusion. The subordination of other views to the Vedāntic idea of brahman or the Madhyamaka viewpoint of ‘emptiness’ (śūnyatā) postulates an ascent which is at the same time a discarding and transcendence of doctrinal distinctions; the inclusion and neutralization of other views is not a subordinating identification of specific foreign concepts with specific aspects of one’s own system, but an attempt to supersede and transcend specific concepts and conceptual and doctrinal dichotomies in general. The 06 Jainism 141-172 20/1/09 14:32 Page 165 The Jain Doctrines of Relativity: A Philosophical Analysis 165 Jaina perspectivism, on the other hand, represents a horizontally coordinating inclusivism which recognizes other views as parts and aspects of its own totality. Of course, the Jainas, too, claim a superior vantage point, and a higher level of reflection.276 The logical structure of what Halbfass calls inclusivism is required by a philosophy, like Jainism, which would avoid the undesirable extremes of both absolutism and relativism. Mahatma Gandhi and the Jain Philosophy of Relativity Interestingly, no less of a champion of ahimsā than Mahatma Gandhi was an advocate of the Jain philosophy of relativity. If one asks, ‘What was Gandhi’s approach to religious diversity?’, one finds that the an- swer is: syādvāda! As we shall see, Gandhi’s syādvāda was not necessarily the syādvāda of the Jain philosophers we have been studying. We shall even see that Gandhi was aware of this. As with a host of other ideas that he encountered from a variety of traditions and sources – Hinduism, Christianity, Buddhism, modern thought – Gandhi appropriated and adapted the concepts of Jainism from the perspective of his own emergent worldview and needs. In this way, he is a model for all of us who seek to draw wisdom from other traditions. His syādvāda, therefore, may not be ‘authentically’ Jain. But it is nevertheless instructive. Gandhi’s general attitude toward religious diversity is well summarized in the following, fairly representative passage: Religions are different roads converging upon the same point. What does it matter that we take different roads so long as we reach the same goal?277 Elsewhere, he elaborates further upon this same theme: I believe in the fundamental truth of all great religions of the world. I believe that they are all God-given and I believe that they were necessary for the people to whom these religions were revealed. And I believe that if only we could all of us read the scriptures of the different faiths from the standpoint of the followers of these faiths, we should find that they were at the bottom all one and were all helpful to one another.278 06 Jainism 141-172 20/1/09 14:32 Page 166 166 Jainism: An Introduction The Non-Systematic Pluralism of the Karma-Yogī The vast body of Gandhi’s written work contains numerous passages of a similar sort, which elaborate upon or presuppose a pluralist orientation toward the world’s religions. This is the view that the religions are paths leading to a common goal, and that, properly understood, they express mutually supportive, complementary views of ultimate reality, rather than mutually incompatible and, by impli- cation, antagonistic alternatives. According to the Bhagavad Gītā – which Gandhi once described as ‘an infallible guide of conduct’, and which was to become his ‘dictionary of daily reference’279 – there are multiple paths to spiritual liberation for different kinds of people. These paths, or disciplines – yogas – have, for centuries, provided a framework in terms of which Hindus have understood and defined their varied beliefs and practices. They form a framework that allows for a considerable religious diversity within Hinduism itself. In terms of the Gītā’s model of many paths to salvation, Gandhi would probably be characterized best as a karma-yogī, a practitioner of the discipline of action. An activist through and through, Gandhi’s primary concern was not to develop a consistent systematic philosophy – a concern more typical of a jñāna-yogī, a seeker after wisdom. His concern was with translating ideas into action with a positive transformative impact on the suffering of human beings. Satya and ahimsā, truth and nonviolence – the first two Jain vratas – were, for Gandhi, inseparable. He claimed that, ‘a perfect vision of Truth can only follow a complete realization of Ahimsa’280 – a typically Jain approach. For him, the most important test of the truth of an idea was not its logical coherence with other ideas in a philosophical system, but the ability of that idea to facilitate transformative nonviolent action. As he once wrote: …Whenever you are in doubt or when the self becomes too much with you, try the following expedient: Recall the face of the poorest and most helpless man you have ever seen and ask yourself if the step you contemplate is going to be of any use to him. Will he be able to gain anything by it? Will it restore to him control over his own life and destiny? … Then you will find your doubts and your self melting away.281 06 Jainism 141-172 20/1/09 14:32 Page 167 The Jain Doctrines of Relativity: A Philosophical Analysis 167 Gandhi: The Anekāntavādi What is the jñāna-yogī, then, who is concerned with the consistency and clarity of ideas and methods, to make of Gandhi’s views on reli- gious plurality? If one is interested in discerning a systematic world- view underlying Gandhi’s various pronouncements on this subject, how should one proceed? One can begin by attending to Gandhi’s social and historical context. Gandhi’s pronouncements about the ultimate unity and complementarity of the world’s religions echo similar claims made by other prominent Hindus of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. In response to the intellectual and cultural challenges of the West, a ‘Neo-Hindu’ or ‘Neo-Vedāntic’ movement emerged in the nineteenth century that conceived of a ‘universal religion’ of which all religions are forms or aspects. The classic expression of this universalist Neo-Hinduism is found in the life and teachings of the nineteenth-century Bengali saint Sri Ramakrishna Paramahamsa, who claimed: God has made different religions to suit different aspirants, times, and countries. All doctrines are only so many paths; but a path is by no means God Himself. Indeed, one can reach God if one follows any of the paths with whole hearted devotion. One may eat a cake with icing either straight or sidewise. It will taste sweet either way. As one and the same material, water, is called by different names by different peoples, one calling it water, another eau, a third aqua, and another pani, so the one Everlasting-Intelligent-Bliss [sat-chit-ananda] is invoked by some as God, by some as Allah, by some as Jehovah, and by others as Brahman. As one can ascend to the top of a house by means of a ladder or a bamboo or a staircase or a rope, so diverse are the ways and means to approach God, and every religion in the world shows one of these ways.282 This Hindu universalism is typically articulated, in the writings of such thinkers as Swāmī Vivekānanda and S. Radhakrishnan, in terms of the philosophy of Advaita, or non-dualism. According to this philosophy, the ultimate reality is nirguna Brahman – a pure, impersonal existence beyond all conceptual thought, name, and form. The deities of Hinduism (and, in Neo-Hinduism, the ultimate realities of all the world’s religions) are forms or manifestations of this reality, which is ultimately identical with everything. 06 Jainism 141-172 20/1/09 14:32 Page 168 168 Jainism: An Introduction According to this view, the perception of a world of forms distinct from Brahman is conceived as a result of cosmic illusion, or māyā. This school of thought is based on the teachings of Śa$karācārya, an eighth- century Hindu philosopher who interpreted the Upanisads as revealing the ultimate unity of the world and Brahman. Swāmī Prabhavānanda, a twentieth-century exponent of this monistic philosophy, explains the concept of Brahman in the following way: Brahman is the reality – the one existence, absolutely independent of human thought or idea. Because of the ignorance of our human minds, the universe seems to be composed of diverse forms. It is Brahman alone … This universe is an effect of Brahman. It can never be anything else but Brahman. Apart from Brahman, it does not exist. There is nothing beside Him. He who says that this universe has an independent existence is still suffering from delusion. He is like a man talking in his sleep. ‘The universe is Brahman’ – so says the great seer of the Atharva Veda. The universe, therefore, is nothing but Brahman. It is superimposed upon Him. It has no separate existence, apart from its ground.283 Gandhi, too, embraced the philosophy of advaita – but with a deeply ethical twist: I do not believe … that an individual may gain spiritually while those who surround him suffer. I believe in advaita, I believe in the essential unity of man and, for that matter, of all that lives. Therefore, I believe that if one man gains spiritually, the whole world gains with him and if one man falls the whole world falls to that extent.284 But while Gandhi did embrace advaita in many of his writings, he also spoke and wrote frequently of a personal God – distinct from humanity and the rest of the universe – and of the importance of discerning and behaving in accordance with this God’s will, and of the actions of God as an agent in human history – theistic concepts more in line with traditional Vaisnava dvaita, or dualistic Vedānta, or Abrahamic monotheism, than with the ultimately impersonal and formless Brahman of advaita Vedānta. In early 1926 or late 1925, this apparent inconsistency in his thought was pointed out by a reader of Gandhi’s English-language newspaper, Young India, in a letter to the editor. Gandhi’s response to this letter, in 06 Jainism 141-172 20/1/09 14:32 Page 169 The Jain Doctrines of Relativity: A Philosophical Analysis 169 the 21 January 1926 issue, is helpful for discerning the philosophy underlying Gandhi’s seemingly disconnected pronouncements on religion: I am an advaitist and yet I can support Dvaitism (dualism). The world is changing every moment, and is therefore unreal, it has no permanent existence. But though it is constantly changing, it has something about it which persists and it is therefore to that extent real. I have therefore no objection to calling it real and unreal, and thus being called an Anekantavadi or a Syadvadi. But my Syadvada is not the syadvada of the learned, it is peculiarly my own. I cannot engage in a debate with them. It has been my experience that I am always true from my point of view, and am often wrong from the point of view of my honest critics. I know that we are both right from our respective points of view. And this knowledge saves me from attributing motives to my opponents or critics. The seven blind men who gave seven different descriptions of the elephant were all right from their respective points of view, and wrong from the point of view of one another, and right and wrong from the point of view of the man who knew the elephant. I very much like this doctrine of the manyness of reality.285 How did Gandhi become aware of anekāntavāda? And how did the first two Jain vratas, ahimsā and satya, become foundational to his worldview? As we have seen, one of the highest concentrations of Jains in India is in the region of Gujarat, the western coastal region in which Gandhi was born and raised. Jain ideals and practices have long exerted an influence upon the Gujarati Hindu Vaisnava community, of which Gandhi was a member, and Jain monks were frequent visitors to the Gandhi household when he was still a boy. Indeed, before he undertook his first journey abroad – to London to study law – his family permitted him to do so only after he took a vow ‘not to touch wine, woman and meat’ – a vow administered by one Becarajī Svāmī, a Jain monk.286 Later in his life, one of Gandhi’s closest friends and spiritual advisers was a Jain layman, Rājacandra Mahetā – known affectionately to Gandhi as ‘Raychandbhai’ – of whom he writes: I have tried to meet the heads of various faiths, and I must say that no one else has ever made on me the impression that Raychandbhai did. His words went straight home to me. His intellect compelled as great 06 Jainism 141-172 20/1/09 14:32 Page 170 170 Jainism: An Introduction a regard from me as his moral earnestness, and deep down in me was the conviction that he would never willingly lead me astray and would always confide to me his innermost thoughts. In my moments of spiritual crisis, therefore, he was my refuge.287 Given the strong presence of Jainism in Gandhi’s social and historical context, it should come as no surprise that the Jain tradition exerted a profound influence upon his thought. It was Jain philosophy that allowed Gandhi to conceive of ultimate reality pluralistically, in both personal theistic and impersonal advaitic terms. Most importantly, from Gandhi’s perspective, it was Jain philosophy that allowed him to exercise not only tolerance but empathy for the positions of those with whom he disagreed. Again: It is this doctrine that has taught me to judge a Musalman [Muslim] from his own standpoint and a Christian from his. Formerly I used to resent the ignorance of my opponents. Today I can love them because I am gifted with the eye to see myself as others see me and vice versa. I want to take the whole world in the embrace of my love. My anekantavad is the result of the twin doctrine of Satya and Ahimsa.288 Anekāntavāda as a Philosophy of Religious Pluralism Adopting his own version of the Jain philosophy of relativity, Gandhi justified drawing inspiration from a wide and diverse range of sources, incorporating their insights into his own view. The Bhagavad Gītā, the Bible, the Qur’an, Thoreau, Tolstoy, Theosophy: all became resources which he could tap for ideas and embrace as elements in his own, constantly growing and changing worldview. His pluralism could almost be seen as an intellectual expression of his desire ‘to take the whole world in the embrace of his love’. He could embrace the truth in the beliefs of others because his nonviolent attitude enabled him to see the truth in them, and his anekānta philosophy enabled him to make their truth his own – without contradicting or sacrificing any of the truths he already held. Any attempt to interpret religions and philosophies pluralistically – as elements in a larger, more encompassing worldview, just like the parts of the elephant felt by the blind men – inevitably involves some distortion, some epistemic ‘violence’, especially if they do not see 06 Jainism 141-172 20/1/09 14:32 Page 171 The Jain Doctrines of Relativity: A Philosophical Analysis 171 themselves as expressing ‘parts’ of the truth, but the whole truth. But if one acknowledges – like Haribhadrasūri, Ramakrishna, or Gandhi – that there is wisdom to be found in all traditions, but one also wishes to avoid an indiscriminate relativism, it is hard to conceive of an alternative to some kind of religiously pluralistic worldview. The Jain doctrines of relativity recommend themselves, I believe, to those who are committed to religious pluralism due, not only to their own internal consistency, but also to the fact that they allow for a minimal distortion of the claims of the world’s religions. As we have seen, some distortion is inevitable when one draws the ideas of others into one’s worldview. But because of the metaphysical realism that underlies them, the Jain doctrines do not relegate any experience to the realm of illusion. The experiences at the core of all the world’s religions can thus be affirmed as authentic perceptions of reality. Conclusion The Jain doctrines of relativity are an important cornerstone of the claim that this is a tradition with universal relevance; for one does not necessarily have to be a Jain to adopt the Jain pluralistic method. Gandhi, for example, was able to incorporate his very strong Vaisnava theism into his anekāntavāda. In our next chapter, we shall conclude our discussion of Jainism with some reflections on the relevance of this tradition to all of humanity. 
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