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AN EPISTEMOLOGICAL STUDY ON JAIN “ANEKANTAVADA”
(NON-ABSOLUTISM)

Ven P Somarathana®
Abstract

Jainism is an ancient religion that originated in India, tracing its roots to the 1st Tirthankara, Lord
Rishabhanatha, who is believed to have lived millions of years ago. Emphasizing non-violence
(ahimsa), truth (satya), non-possessiveness (aparigraha), and non-absolutism (Anekantavada), Jainism
was developed by successive Tirthankaras. The 24th and last Tirthankara, Lord Mahavira, lived around
the 6th century BCE. Jainism teaches that spiritual liberation involves freeing the soul from the cycle
of reincarnation (samsara) through asceticism, self-discipline, and right conduct. Central to Jain
philosophy is the belief in karma, the law of cause and effect, which dictates the soul's journey through
various life forms based on its actions. One of the most important teachings of Jainism is Anekantavada,
which translates to "the doctrine of non-absolutism” or "the principle of manifold aspects." Some
scholars consider Anekantavada the core of Jain epistemology. It encourages the acknowledgment of
multiple viewpoints and perspectives in understanding truth, teaching that reality is complex and cannot
be fully grasped from one standpoint alone. Truth is seen as multifaceted, with different viewpoints
contributing to a more comprehensive understanding. Anekantavada promotes humility and respect for
differing opinions, fostering tolerance and harmony among individuals with diverse beliefs. It
encourages an open-minded attitude, deeper understanding of the world, and empathy towards others.
This principle is fundamental in Jain philosophy, with profound implications for interpersonal
relationships, philosophical discourse, and ethical decision-making. This study delves into the
epistemological dimensions of Jain philosophy, focusing on the principle of Anekantavada As a
foundational concept in Jainism, Anekantavada advocates for the multiplicity and relativity of truths,
challenging monolithic perspectives of reality and promoting a pluralistic view where diverse, often
contradictory, perspectives can coexist. The research examines the origins and development of
Anekantavada within the broader context of Indian philosophy, highlighting its unique contributions to
epistemology. By analyzing classical Jain texts and contemporary interpretations, this study elucidates
how Anekantavada addresses the complexities of knowledge and truth. It explores the methodological
approaches used by Jain philosophers to reconcile conflicting viewpoints, fostering a more
comprehensive understanding of reality. The study also considers the practical implications of
Anekantavada in fostering tolerance and dialogue in a pluralistic society. Through a critical analysis of
its theoretical foundations and practical applications, this research underscores the relevance of
Anekantavada in contemporary epistemological debates.
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Introduction

Jainism, one of the oldest religions originating in India, emphasizes non-violence, nonpossessiveness,
and self-discipline. Central to Jain philosophy is the concept of Anekantavada, often translated as "non-
absolutism” or "many-sidedness." Anekantavada posits that reality is multifaceted, and no single
viewpoint can capture its entirety. This principle is deeply rooted in the Jain commitment to intellectual
humility and openness.

This epistemological approach has profound implications for various fields of inquiry, including
philosophy, science, and ethics. By promoting a pluralistic and dialogical understanding of truth,
Anekantavada offers a valuable lens through which to navigate contemporary issues marked by
ideological polarization and conflict. It encourages the cultivation of intellectual virtues such as
humility, open-mindedness, and the willingness to engage with differing perspectives.

In this study, will delve into the epistemological dimensions of Jain Anekantavada, examining its
theoretical underpinnings, historical development, and practical applications. We will explore how this
doctrine informs Jain views on knowledge, reality, and human cognition, and consider its relevance in
addressing modern epistemic challenges. Through a comprehensive analysis of primary texts,
commentaries, and contemporary interpretations, this research aims to illuminate the enduring
significance of Anekantavada in the broader context of epistemological thought.

Research Methodology

The research methodology for an epistemological study on Anekantavada would involve a multifaceted
approach integrating qualitative analysis of primary texts from Jain philosophy, historical
documentation, and contemporary scholarly interpretations. Employing a hermeneutic framework, the
study would analyze the epistemological principles underlying Anekantavada exploring its ontological
implications through critical examination of its philosophical foundations and their application in
diverse contexts. Additionally, employing comparative analysis with other philosophical traditions
would provide a broader perspective on the concept's significance and relevance. The methodology
would also incorporate interviews or surveys with experts in Jain philosophy to gain insights into
contemporary interpretations and applications of Anekantavada ensuring a comprehensive
understanding of its epistemological and ontological dimensions.

Research Problem

The research problem focuses on this research is to explore the concept of Anekantavada in Jain
philosophy, which posits that reality is multi-faceted and cannot be fully comprehended from a single
perspective, presents a significant challenge to absolutist epistemological frameworks. This study aims
to explore how Anekantavada reconciles seemingly contradictory viewpoints and contributes to a more
nuanced understanding of truth.

Objective

This paper aims to explore the epistemological aspects of Anekantavada, examining how it addresses
the nature of knowledge, the limitations of human cognition, and the pursuit of truth. By analyzing key
texts and scholarly interpretations, this study seeks to provide a comprehensive understanding of
Anekantavada and its implications for contemporary epistemology.

15



Proceeding of the 2nd Desk Research Conference — DRC 2024 Art & Humanities

Literature Review

"The Central Philosophy of Jainism (Anekanta-vada)" by Bimal Krishna Matilal

Matilal’s work provides valuable insights into Anekantavada, defining it as the theory of “nonone-
sidedness” or the recognition of the many-sided nature of reality. This theory is the cornerstone of Jaina
thought, emphasizing intellectual tolerance and the synthesis of diverse metaphysical theories. The book
also discusses Nayavada (different standpoints) and Syadvada (sevenfold/conditioned predication),
which are integral aspects of Anekantavada. Together, these doctrines contribute to a holistic
understanding of truth and encourage open-mindedness.

Special Issue: “Anekantavada: Sources and Varieties”

This special issue examines Jain non-one-sidedness (Anekantavada) and its related doctrines, delving
into conditional predication (Syadvada) and perspectives (Nayavada). Scholars explore the origins,
variations, and implications of Anekantavada, making it a valuable resource for understanding this
philosophical framework.

"Consciousness and Relativity: Anekantavada and its Role in Jaina Epistemology”

This paper highlights how Jain philosophy promotes acceptance of differences, leading to peace and
multiculturalism. The Jain doctrines of relativity—Anekantavada, Nayavada, and Syadvada have
profound implications for interreligious dialogue and religious pluralism.

"The Jaina Philosophy of Non-Absolutism: A Critical Study"

This critical study explores various facets of Jaina non-absolutism, covering topics such as numerical
difference, absolute negativism, and the inexpressible. While not exclusively focused on Anekantavada,
it contributes to our understanding of Jain epistemology.

Research Background

The concept of Anekantavada, or non-absolutism, is a cornerstone of “Jain” philosophy, which posits
that reality is complex and multifaceted. This doctrine asserts that no single viewpoint can capture the
entirety of truth, emphasizing the importance of understanding and reconciling multiple perspectives.
Anekantavada has profound implications for epistemology, ethics, and logic, making it a significant
subject of study for those interested in Indian philosophy and the nature of knowledge.

Historical Context

Jainism, one of the oldest religions originating in India, has a rich philosophical tradition dating back to
the 6th century BCE. Anekantavada emerged as a response to the absolutist doctrines prevalent in other
Indian philosophical schools, such as those of the Buddhists and Vedantins. The Jains proposed that
every entity possesses infinite characteristics, but these can only be partially perceived by individuals,
leading to a plurality of viewpoints.

Epistemological Foundations

Aneckantavada is closely related to other Jain epistemological theories, including Syadvada (the theory
of conditioned viewpoints) and Nayavada (the theory of partial perspectives). Together, these doctrines
form a comprehensive framework that challenges the notion of absolute truth. Syadvada, for instance,
posits that statements can only be conditionally true, depending on various factors and contexts, while
Nayavada emphasizes the partiality and context-dependence of individual perspectives.
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Philosophical Significance

The principle of Anekantavada has significant philosophical implications. It advocates for intellectual
humility and tolerance, encouraging the acceptance of diverse viewpoints. This has relevance not only
within philosophical discourse but also in contemporary discussions on pluralism, conflict resolution,
and intercultural understanding. By acknowledging the limitations of one's knowledge, Anekantavada
promotes a more subtle and comprehensive approach to epistemology.

Comparative Analysis

A comparison of Anekantavada with other philosophical doctrines reveals its unique contributions to
epistemology. For example, in contrast to Cartesian certainty or Hegelian dialectics, Anekantavada
rejects the idea of an absolute standpoint. Instead, it aligns more closely with certain aspects of
postmodernist thought, which also questions the possibility of a single, objective truth. However,
Anekantavada maintains a structured approach to understanding reality, grounded in the metaphysical
and ethical principles of Jainism.

Contemporary Relevance

In today's globalized world, characterized by diverse and often conflicting viewpoints, the relevance of
Anekantavada cannot be overstated. Its emphasis on non-absolutism provides a philosophical basis for
dialogue and mutual understanding, which are crucial for addressing global challenges such as religious
intolerance, cultural conflicts, and ideological divisions. Moreover, Anekantavada's approach to
knowledge and truth offers valuable insights for interdisciplinary research, fostering collaboration
across different fields of study.

Discussion

According to Jain doctrine, objects possess an infinite number of modes of existence and qualities,
making it impossible for finite human perception to fully grasp them in all aspects and manifestations.
Only Kevalins, who are omniscient beings, can comprehend objects in their entirety. Consequently, no
single human perspective can claim to represent absolute truth.

The premises of Anekantavada in Jain philosophy are ancient, as evidenced by mentions in Buddhist
texts like the Samafifiaphala Sutta. Jain agamas suggest that Mahavira's approach to answering
metaphysical philosophical questions was a "qualified yes" (syat) . These texts highlight Anekantavada
as a key distinction between Mahavira's teachings and those of the Buddha. While the Buddha taught
the Middle way, avoiding extremes of indulgence and self-mortification and refraining from taking
sides on certain metaphysical questions (such as the existence of the Tathagata after death) as they stem
from wrong views and are thus invalid, Mahavira encouraged his followers to accept both "it is" and "it
is not," qualified by "from a viewpoint" to comprehend absolute reality.

Jainism's concepts of Syadvada (predication logic) and Nayavada (perspective epistemology) further
develop anekantavada. Syadvada recommends expressing anekanta by prefacing every statement about
the nature of existence with the term syad . According to Bimal Matilal, the Jain doctrine of
Anekantavada asserts that "no philosophical or metaphysical proposition can be true if it is stated
unconditionally or without limitation™ For a metaphysical proposition to be considered true in Jainism,
it must include one or more conditions (syadvada) or limitations (nayavada, standpoints).

This principle is encapsulated in Anekantavada, which literally means the doctrine of
"nononesidedness” or "manifoldness,” often translated as ""non-absolutism." In contrast, ekanta (derived
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from eka, meaning "one," and anta, meaning "attribute") signifies onesidedness. Jains illustrate the
limitations of proclaiming absolute truth with the parable of the story of blind men and the elephant.

According to McEvilley, the Jain theory of knowledge is not based on phenomenalism but rather on a
realistic correspondence view. The Jain doctrine places significant emphasis on samyaktva, which refers
to rationality and logic. Jains maintain that the ultimate principle must always be logical, and no
principle can exist without logic or reason. Consequently, Jain texts often contain thorough deliberations
on various subjects, examining all their aspects.

There are three other terms that have to be known in connection with Anekantavada . These are
Syadvada, Nayavada, and saptabhangi. Syadvada is the teaching that in an ideal situation, speakers
would insert the particle Syat into every utterance. Syat has in this context to be translated not as
“maybe” but as “from one perspective” and serves as a reminder that an infinite number of other equally
valid perspectives are not captured in that particular utterance. Sometimes, Syadvada is also used
synonymously with Anekantavada, the saptabhangi or showing the central role of this teaching the
entire system of Jaina thought.

* Anekantavada—The theory of relative pluralism or manifoldness

* Syadvada—The theory of conditioned predication

» Nayavada—The theory of partial standpoints

These Jain philosophical concepts made very significant contributions to the ancient Indian philosophy,
especially in the areas of skepticism and relativity.

Syadvada

Syadvada is a logical extension of Anekantavada. It uses the term "Syat" (perhaps, in some respect) to
denote the conditional nature of statements about reality. In Jaina metaphysics, the doctrine that all
judgments are conditional, holding good only in certain conditions, circumstances, or senses, expressed
by the word Syat (Sanskrit: “may be”). The ways of looking at a thing (called naya) are infinite in
number. The theory of conditioned prediction extends the philosophy of Anekanta by proposing that
the epithet Syad (meaning "perhaps" or "maybe" in Sanskrit) should be attached to every expression.
This approach acknowledges the complexity of reality, asserting that no single proposition can fully
capture its nature. Instead, the term "Syat" (which means "in some ways" or "from a perspective") is
prefixed to each proposition, thereby introducing a conditional viewpoint and eliminating any
dogmatism from the statement. This method ensures that each assertion is considered from seven
different conditional and relative viewpoints, known as saptabhangi, thereby establishing Syadvada as
a distinct system of logic capable of standing independently while enriching the ontology of Anekanta.
Syadvada, according to Koller, is a theory of qualified predication asserting that all knowledge claims
must be nuanced in multiple ways, reflecting the manifold nature of reality. This concept is
systematically elaborated in later Jain texts through the saptibhanginaya, or "the theory of sevenfold
scheme." These seven aspects (saptibhangi) appear to have been first structured within Jainism by
Mallavadin, a Svetambara scholar of the 5th or 6th century CE.

Syad-asti—"in some ways it is"

syad-nasti—"in some ways it is not"

syad-asti-nasti—"in some ways it is, and it is not"
syad-asti-avaktavyah—"in some ways it is, and it is indescribable"
syad-nasti-avaktavyah—"in some ways it is not, and it is indescribable™

N .
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6. syad-asti-nasti-avaktavyah—"in some ways it is, it is not, and it is
indescribable”
7. syad-avaktavyah—"in some ways it is indescribable"”

Each of these seven propositions examines the complex and multifaceted reality from a relative point
of view of time, space, substance, and mode. To ignore the complexity of the objects is to commit the
fallacy of dogmatism.

Jain perspective of a multifaceted reality, considering aspects of time, space, substance, and mode. The
term "syat" signifies a standpoint of expression, affirming an attribute concerning its own substance
(dravya), place (ksetra), time (kala), and state of being (bhava), while negating the attribute concerning
other substances, places, times, and states of being. For instance, regarding a ‘jar’:

. In terms of substance (dravya): It simply is earthen; it simply is not wooden.
. In terms of place (ksetra): It simply is in a room; it simply is not on a terrace.
. In terms of time (kala): It simply is in summer; it simply is not in winter.

. In terms of being (bhava): It simply is brown; it simply is not white.

The word "simply" is included to exclude any unintended interpretations or nuances not approved by
this viewpoint.

In Jainism, Syadvada and Aneckanta are not merely theories of uncertainty, doubt, or relative
probabilities. According to scholars like Matilal, they represent a concept of "conditional yes or
conditional approval” towards any proposition. This understanding finds its roots in classical Sanskrit
literature and is also evident in other ancient Indian religions such as Buddhism and Hinduism.

The phrase Syad etat, which translates to "let it be so, but", or "an answer that is 'neither yes nor no",
signifies a provisional acceptance of an opponent's viewpoint within a certain premise. This approach
can be likened to the archaic English subjunctive expression "be it so", directly reflecting the idea of
conditional acceptance.

Historically, this method of debate was employed by Indian scholars to not only acknowledge the
validity of an opponent's viewpoint but also to carefully delineate its applicability within specific
contexts. By doing so, they aimed to persuade the opponent of aspects that had not been adequately
considered. Thus, Syadvada and Anekanta in Jainism function as tools for nuanced discourse rather
than expressions of uncertainty or doubt.

According to Charitrapragya, in the Jain context, Syadvada does not signify a doctrine of doubt or
skepticism as it might in other philosophical systems. Instead, it carries the meaning of "multiplicity or
multiple possibilities." Syat in Jainism holds a distinct connotation compared to its usage in Buddhism
and Hinduism. In Jain philosophy, Syat does not imply an answer that is simply "neither yes nor no."
Rather, it denotes a "many-sidedness” or "multi-faceted nature™ inherent in any proposition. This
understanding is articulated through a sevenfold predication, which allows for the acknowledgment of
various aspects and perspectives pertaining to any statement or truth claim.

According to Samantabhadra's text Aptamimarhsa (Verse 105), "Syadvada, the doctrine of conditional
predications, and kevalajfiana (omniscience), are both illuminators of the substances of reality. The
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difference between the two is that while kevalajinana illumines directly, syadvada illumines indirectly".
Syadvada is indispensable and helps establish the truth.

Nayavada

Nayavada complements Anekantavada by emphasizing the importance of various standpoints (nayas)
in understanding reality. This Nayavada, derived from the Sanskrit words "Naya" meaning "partial
viewpoint" and "vada" meaning "school of thought or debate," is a philosophical theory emphasizing
the importance of viewing objects from multiple perspectives. According to Nayavada, every object
possesses infinite aspects, but when describing or discussing it, one focuses only on the relevant aspects
from a particular viewpoint, disregarding others deemed irrelevant at that moment. For example,
referring to a "Blue BMW" highlights its color and make while not negating its other attributes such as
engine type, cylinders, speed, or price.

This approach, known as "naya" or partial viewpoint, is crucial in understanding Nayavada's critical
philosophy, which asserts that philosophical disagreements often stem from misunderstandings arising
from different standpoints. These viewpoints, whether consciously chosen or not, shape our
interpretations and are influenced by our underlying purposes. Jainism's Mahavira employed nayas
within language to navigate the intricate nature of reality. Each naya, representing a partial truth, aids
in gradually grasping the entirety of reality piece by piece.

According to Jainism, there are seven nayas or viewpoints through which one can make complete
judgments about absolute reality using Syadvada. These seven naya, according to Umaswati, they are.
Naigama-naya: common sense or a universal view

Samgraha-naya: generic or class view that classifies it.

Vyavahara-naya: pragmatic or a particular view assesses its utility.
Rijusutra-naya: linear view considers it in present time.

Sabda-naya: verbal view that names it

Samabhirudha-naya: etymological view uses the name and establishes

it nature.

7. Evambhuta-naya: actuality view considers its concrete particulars.

o0k wn

The naya theory emerged after about the 5th century CE, and underwent extensive development in
Jainism. There are many variants of Nayavada concept in later Jain texts.

A particular viewpoint is called a Naya or a partial viewpoint. According to Vijay Jain, Nayavada does
not deny the attributes, qualities, modes and other aspects; but qualifies them to be from a particular
perspective. A naya reveals only a part of the totality, and should not be mistaken for the whole. A
synthesis of different viewpoints is said to be achieved by the doctrine of conditional predications
(syadvada).

Epistemological teachings in Anekantavada

Anekantavada posits that truth and reality are complex and multifaceted and cannot be fully grasped
from a single perspective. This doctrine is particularly influential in epistemology, the branch of
philosophy concerned with the nature and scope of knowledge.

Firstly, Anekantavada recognizes that human perception and understanding are inherently limited.
Epistemologically, this implies that any single perspective or judgment is partial and incomplete. Jain
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thinkers argue that no single viewpoint can capture the entirety of truth, as truth is perceived differently
based on various conditions and contexts. This epistemological humility underpins the Anekantavada
principle, encouraging individuals to consider multiple perspectives and appreciate the diversity of
viewpoints in their quest for understanding.

Secondly, Anekantavada incorporates epistemological pluralism, acknowledging that different modes
of knowledge (pramanas) can provide different aspects of truth. In Jain epistemology, pramanas such
as perception (pratyaksha), inference (anumana), and testimony (sabda) are recognized as valid sources
of knowledge, each contributing to a comprehensive understanding when used appropriately. This
pluralistic approach to knowledge aligns with the Anekantavada principle by suggesting that truth
emerges from the synthesis and reconciliation of diverse perspectives rather than from a singular source.

As well as Anekantavada promotes epistemological humility by recognizing the limitations of human
perception and cognition. It encourages openness to alternative viewpoints and a willingness to revise
one's understanding in light of new information or perspectives. This humility is essential for intellectual
growth and avoiding the pitfalls of intellectual arrogance or dogmatism.

Furthermore, epistemology within Anekantavada emphasizes the importance of critical inquiry
(anekanta-samyak-darshana), where adherents are encouraged to engage in rigorous examination and
dialogue to uncover deeper truths. This process involves recognizing the limitations of one's own
viewpoint and being open to the insights offered by others. Epistemological humility thus becomes a
virtue, fostering intellectual humility and a willingness to learn from different perspectives.

1. Syadvada (Sevenfold Predication):
. Seven Standpoints: Syadvada outlines seven ways of looking at truth,
emphasizing that reality can be seen from multiple viewpoints.
. Conditional Statements: These viewpoints are expressed through
conditional statements (Syad-asti, Syad-nasti, Syad-asti-nasti, etc.), indicating
the partial truth of propositions depending on certain conditions or standpoints.

2. Naya (Standpoints or Perspectives):
. Perspectives on Reality: Naya refers to partial viewpoints or aspects
of reality.
. Types of Nayas: Jainism identifies seven nayas, including sensory

perception (mati naya), verbal expression (shabda naya), and individual
viewpoints (dravyarthika naya), among others.

. Complementary Perspectives: Each naya contributes to a holistic
understanding when combined with others, but none alone provides a complete
view of reality.

3. Aniyama (Principle of Non-absolutism):
. Non-Absolutist Assertion: Aniyama asserts that no single naya can
provide a complete or absolute description of reality.
. Limitations of Perspectives: It recognizes the inherent limitations of
human perception and conceptualization in grasping the entirety of truth.

4, Saptabhangi (Sevenfold Predication):
. Analytical Method: Saptabhangi involves a method of analysis where

any statement can be examined from seven different angles or perspectives.
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. Avoiding Dogmatism: This method prevents dogmatism by
encouraging a nuanced understanding and acceptance of different viewpoints.

Explanation and Implications

. Complexity of Truth: Anckantavada challenges the idea of absolute truth and
acknowledges that reality is multifaceted, embracing contradictions and paradoxes.
. Epistemological Humility: It promotes epistemological humility by suggesting that

human understanding is limited, and that truth is better approached through a synthesis of
multiple perspectives.

. Ethical Dimension: Understanding multiple viewpoints fosters tolerance, respect, and
non-violence (ahimsa) towards others' beliefs, as it discourages rigid dogmatism.
. Application in Jain Practice: Anekantavada is not just a theoretical concept but a

practical guide in Jain ethics, influencing how Jains engage with others and perceive the world.
Criticism and Interpretations

. Criticism: Some critics argue that Anekantavada may lead to relativism or skepticism,
guestioning whether all perspectives are equally valid.
. Interpretations: Scholars interpret Anekantavada differently, emphasizing its

pragmatic and ethical dimensions or focusing on its epistemological implications.

Epistemology plays a crucial role in Anekantavada by providing the framework through which the
principle of non-one-sidedness is understood and applied. By embracing the complexity of knowledge
acquisition and acknowledging the diversity of perspectives, Anekantavada encourages individuals to
approach truth with humility, openness, and a commitment to dialogue and synthesis. This
epistemological foundation not only enriches philosophical discourse within Jainism but also offers
insights and methodologies that are relevant across diverse intellectual traditions.

Conclusion

Anekantavada a foundational principle of Jain philosophy, embodies a profound synthesis of
epistemology and ontology. This doctrine posits that reality is multifaceted and complex, and no single
perspective can capture its entirety. This principle not only acknowledges the limitations of human
perception but also embraces the diversity of viewpoints.

Epistemologically, Anekantavada challenges the notion of absolute truth. It encourages a pluralistic
approach to knowledge, recognizing that different perspectives can reveal various aspects of the same
reality. This multiplicity of viewpoints fosters intellectual humility and promotes a deeper
understanding that is more inclusive and less dogmatic.

Ontologically, Anekantavada asserts that reality is dynamic and multifarious. It suggests that entities
possess an infinite number of attributes and modes of existence, which can be perceived differently
depending on the observer's standpoint. This ontological complexity is crucial in understanding the
interdependence and interconnectedness of all things.

In conclusion, Anekantavada's integration of epistemological and ontological insights offers a majestic
vision of reality. It champions a worldview that is both open-minded and comprehensive, urging us to
appreciate the richness of diverse perspectives and the intricate nature of existence. This philosophical
approach not only enriches our intellectual pursuits but also fosters a more compassionate and tolerant
world, where differences are seen as opportunities for growth rather than sources of conflict.
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