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Abstract: Ahimsa, or non-violence, stands as one of the cardinal virtues in Indian
culture, deeply ingrained in its spiritual, philosophical, and ethical fabric. It has been
kept in a place of highest importance. It is best reflected in the life of Jain commoners.

In this paper, we have to deal with the concept of nonviolence.

Ahimsa i.e., Nonviolence is the essence of Indian civilization. From
the time immemorial Non-violence has been being practiced in this land in
various forms. In Indian life Ahimsa plays the pivotal role. If we take a look
of the world history from the pre-historic age, we find that various nations
got themselves involved in devastating wars only to acquire others’ land
and resources. The world has also witnessed two Crusades where one
religious community tried to impose its own culture on the another. But in
the history of India, we do not find such incidents excepting some minor
events. In the Twentieth century some powerful nations compelled the
people all over the globe to suffer from two world wars. India also was

forced to join the war as it was then not an independent nation; as per the
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will of the imperial ruler, India had no other option than to take part in the
war. It can be emphatically said that India would not take part in those
wars, if she had the scope to exercise her own will. Whenever India
acquired enough military and administrative power, be in the reign of
Maurya dynasty, or of the Gupta dynasty or even today, India always used
her military power only to protect herself from foreign invasion and to
maintain internal peace. The reason behind this stance is implied in the
cultural heritage of India.

From the pre-historic age two cultures has been running parallelly in
India — The Vedic culture and the Shramana culture. The actual identity of
the Pashupati Yogi idol of Harappan civilization has not yet been
established unanimously, but many scholars opined that it is the earliest
form of Present day’s Shiva, the God of destruction in Vedic belief. On the
other hand, many other scholars find in it the earliest form of Rishabhnath,
the very first Teerthankar of Shramanik Tradition. So, in absence of
concrete evidence it cannot be stated that which opinion is more
acceptable, but It leads us to assume that both the Shramana tradition and
the Verdic tradition originated from the same source in Harappan period, if
not earlier. Shramana tradition flourished as Jainism and Buddhism in later
age and Hinduism is the evolute form of the Vedic tradition. Shraman
tradition, i.e., Jainism and Buddhism give utmost emphasis on Ahimsa
(non-violence). If both the traditions originated from a single source, then
Ahimsa, in any form, should be found in Vedic culture, i.e., in Hinduism too.

Ahimsa finds its earliest expressions in the Vedas, where hymns
emphasize peaceful coexistence and respect for all life forms. It is known to
all that the earliest text of the world is Rigveda. From Veda to modern age’s
Hindu texts - all propagated the concept of Ahimsa. Ahimsa, or non-

violence, stands as one of the cardinal virtues in Hinduism, deeply
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ingrained in its spiritual, philosophical, and ethical fabric. Rooted in the
belief in the interconnectedness of all life forms and the concept of karma,
Ahimsa emphasizes the avoidance of harm to any living being, including
humans, animals, and plants.

In the Rigveda, “May your grace be successful for us. May we not be
envious. May we enjoy the fruits of your grace as people enjoy the milk of a
cow”.! This concept of Ahimsa extends further to include not only the

human beings but the non-human beings too in another place, ““The cow is
the mother of the Rudras and sister of the Adityas. All the devas reside
within the cow. She bears Amrita in the form of milk. So, she is adorable
and not to be killed”.? Yajur Veda says, "Do not injure, abuse, oppress,
enslave, insult, torment, torture, or kill any creature or living being."® In the
Atharvaveda we find, "May all beings look at me with a friendly eye. May |
do likewise, and may we look at each other with the eyes of a friend."*

In the Upanishads, ahimsa is linked to the concept of universal
interconnectedness (vasudhaiva kutumbakam), highlighting the spiritual
imperative to avoid harm. The Upanishadik sage utters, "One should not
injure living beings, either physically or mentally. One should be truthful,
kind to others, and cultivate patience."

In later age, the two epic narratives of Hinduism also reflect the
concept of Ahimsa. The Mahabharata and the Ramayana portray the ideals
of dharma (righteousness) and ahimsa through characters like Lord Rama
and Lord Krishna, who uphold non-violence even in challenging situations.
The Mahabharata declares, “Ahimsa Paramo Dharma”,® i.e., Nonviolence is
the greatest virtue. Srimadbhagvadgita, which was originally a part of the
Mahabharata and now honoured as a complete sacred religious text is
abundant of quotes that advise us to follow the paths of Nonviolence. One

quote may be mentioned here as an example in the 13™ chapter Lord

8



Krishna says, "Humility, unpretentiousness, nonviolence, patience,
uprightness, service to the guru, cleanliness, steadiness, and self-control;
dispassion toward the objects of the senses, absence of egotism, insight
into the pain and evil of birth, death, old age, and sickness...".” Gita
emphasizes the practice of Ahimsa as a duty of individuals seeking
material and spiritual advancement. Lord Krishna advises Arjuna that one
should not cause harm to others through thought, word, or deed,
emphasizing compassion and empathy as the cornerstone of righteous
conduct.

The Smriti texts are actually the guidelines of social and personal life
of the Hindus. Manusmriti is a well-known such text. It says, "Ahimsa (non-
violence) is the highest duty. Abstinence from injury is a great virtue."®
(Chapter 10, Verse 63). During the medieval period, the Bhakti movement
emphasized devotion and love towards God, often manifesting in peaceful
coexistence and compassion towards all beings. Bhakti saints like Kabir,
Tulsidas, and others emphasized the importance of ahimsa as an essential
aspect of spiritual life.

The above discussion reflects that in Hinduism Ahimsa has been kept
in a place of highest importance. Now let’s discuss the concept of Ahimsa
as per Jainism. The discussion needs to be very brief as Jainism is all
about Nonviolence; Ahimsa in Jainism can take thousands of pages to be
discussed. All the Jains have to follow five Vratas (vows) for ever. These
five vows are — Ahimsa (Nonviolence), Satya (truthfulness), Achaurya
(Non-stealing), Brahmacharya (Chastity/ Celibacy) and Aparigraha (Non-
attachment).® If we analysis these five Vratas, it becomes clear that Ahimsa
Is placed in the first position as all the other 4 Vratas are necessary to
protect Ahimsa. A truthful person can never be violent to others. Stealing

gives birth violence. An important reason of the two violent wars that
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depicted in Ramayana and Mahabharata respectively was the lust for
women. And definitely non-attachment towards one’s own possessions is
the greatest way to block the feeling of violence in own’s mind as well as in
that of the others.

Here a question arises quite naturally. Is observation of complete
non-violence possible in human life? Afterall, we have to take food for our
survival that must cause violence to other inferior beings. To answer this
question, one should have the knowledge on the concept of ‘living beings’
in Jainism. According to Jainism all the entities in this Nature, from water,
earth, fire and air to plants and animals, have life. Earth, Water, air, fire and
plants are considered as the ‘Ekendriya Jiva’ (living being having only one
sence), worms, cunchs, etc animals are ‘Dwi-indriya Jiva’ (living beings
having two senses), ants, bed-bugs, etc. are ‘Tri-indriya Jiva’ (living being
having three senses), scorpion, mosquito, etc. are ‘Chaturindriya Jiva’ and
man, domestic animals, wild animal and birds are panchendriya Jiva (living
beings having all the five senses).!° Hurting or killing ekendriya Jiva results
in minimum sin and killing any panchendriya Jiva results in maximum sin.
To any householder, it is impossible to survive without taking food and
water. So, he has to commit sins. Jainism prescribes here to commit as
least possible violence as possible. If any act of violence towards any
Ekendriya Jiva is sufficient to serve the purpose, one should not commit
violence against Dwi-indriya Jiva, and so on. Less violence yields less sin.
And to destroy this sin the householders have to perform 12 duties
including Prayaschitta. Yet their sin prevents them from attaining liberation.
So, no householder Jain can attain salvation. Their journey is only to
become a better soul so that adopting ascetic life they can start their
journey towards the ultimate Salvation. For the Jain laity nonviolence

means minimum violence, Satya means maximum feasible truthfulness,
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Achaurya means not accepting anything without the permission of its
owner, and Brahmacharya means remaining faithful to one’s spouse.

But for the monks and nuns (Sadhu and Sadhawi) there are no
concessions in performing these five vratas; they have to perform these
with absolute purity, and in their case these five vows are collectively
termed as ‘Pancha Mahavrata’.!! Thus the ascetics remains completely
nonviolent - physically, mentally and verbally. They do not cook food and
even do not accept food which are cooked specially for them. They are only
allowed to accept food which is cooked in a family for the consumptions of
the family members.

Details description of the conduct of Jain ascetics is irrelevant here.
We have to deal with the concept of non-violence reflected in the life of Jain
commoners. In Jainism, violence is classified into four categories —
Arambhi Himsa, Udyogi Himsa, Birodhi Himsa and Sankalpi Himsa.'? A jain
laity is aloowed to do the first three types of Himsa (violence) as and when
they are needed for their survival, but the fourth type, i.e., Sankalpi himsa is
forbidden. They follow the advice "Parasparopagraho Jivanam" (All life is
bound together by mutual support and interdependence).*® This is the very
reason for the vegetarian food habit of the Jains. This concept of Ahimsa
has made them a peaceful and prosperous community.

Now, it is understood that in every branch of Indian culture Ahimsa is
being followed as far as possible. In practical terms, ahimsa extends
beyond abstaining from physical violence. It encompasses refraining from
hurtful speech, thoughts, and actions. This principle encourages individuals
to cultivate a mindset of tolerance, understanding, and respect for all forms
of life. By practicing ahimsa, individuals seek to create harmony within
themselves and with the world around them, fostering an environment

conducive to peace and spiritual well-being.
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This tradition of nonviolence inspired Indian rulers to remain
abstained from any kind of invasion. India never sends any military invader
to other countries, rather it sent religious ambassadors to many countries
like Srilanka, China, Tibet etc. in different times.

In modern times, Mahatma Gandhi, a prominent proponent of ahimsa
drew inspiration from these ancient Indian teachings in his philosophy of
non-violent resistance (Satyagraha). His leadership in India’s struggle for
independence demonstrated the transformative power of ahimsa in
bringing about social and political change without resorting to violence. He
advised all to practice Ahimsa as far as possible, "Ahimsa is the highest
duty. Even if we cannot practice it in full, we must try to understand its spirit
and refrain as far as is humanly possible from violence."'*

Eminent fighter personalities like Martin Luther King in the USA and
Nelson Mandela in South Africa were highly inspired by Mahatma Gandhi,

the brand ambassador of Ahimsa of modern age.
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