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Introduction

Jainism, an ancient religion that originated in India, offers a unique and profound
philosophical framework for understanding the nature of life, the universe, and the
path to spiritual liberation. Despite being one of the oldest continuously practiced
religions, it remains comparatively less known outside South Asia, yet its influence on
ideas of non-violence, self-restraint, and respect for all life is immense and far-
reaching. This book, "Jainism: An Introduction for Beginners," is designed to offer a
clear and accessible overview of the fundamental principles, practices, and philosophy
of Jainism for those unfamiliar with its teachings.

At its core, Jainism is a religion of self-mastery and personal responsibility. The word
“Jain” comes from “Jina,” meaning conqueror—not of others, but of one’s own inner
weaknesses, such as attachment, ignorance, and aversion. Unlike many other world
religions, Jainism does not center on worship of a creator god or divine intervention.
Instead, it teaches that every individual has within themselves the capacity for infinite
knowledge, perception, and bliss, achievable through diligent practice of ethical
conduct, self-discipline, and non-violence. The goal of a Jain is to attain liberation
(moksha) from the cycle of birth and death by eradicating karma and realizing the
pure, enlightened nature of the soul.

One of Jainism’s most distinctive and influential contributions to world thought is its
rigorous commitment to ahimsa, or non-violence. This principle extends well beyond
refraining from physical harm; it embraces compassion in thought, word, and deed
towards all living beings, no matter how small or seemingly insignificant. This
foundation has shaped Jain dietary customs, social conduct, and has deeply influenced
other religious traditions, most notably Buddhism and, many centuries later, the
philosophy of Mahatma Gandhi.

Jainism’s philosophical framework, including the doctrines of Anekantavada (many-
sidedness) and Aparigraha (non-attachment), encourages intellectual humility,
tolerance of diverse perspectives, and mindful detachment from possessions and
desires. By promoting a spirit of coexistence and environmental stewardship, these
teachings remain highly relevant in today’s pluralistic and rapidly changing world.

The history of Jainism is marked by the wisdom of the twenty-four Tirthankaras,
spiritual teachers who have shown humanity the path to liberation. Among them, the
most revered and historically significant is Mahavira, who distilled and revitalized the
Jain teachings in the 6th century BCE, systematizing doctrines and practices that
continue to inspire millions.
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This introduction serves as a gateway for anyone curious about Jainism’s timeless
relevance. By exploring its core beliefs, history, ethics, and living traditions, readers
will gain not only knowledge of a remarkable spiritual tradition but also practical
insights into living a life guided by compassion, restraint, and a quest for spiritual
purity.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Ancient Roots of Jainism

Stepping onto the path of Jainism is like stepping back in time, into a spiritual tradition
that claims an astonishing antiquity. While many religions trace their origins to a
single, pivotal figure, Jainism presents a different narrative. It speaks of a succession
of enlightened teachers, or Tirthankaras, who have appeared throughout vast cosmic
cycles, long before recorded history as we commonly understand it. This perspective
positions Jainism not as a doctrine founded at a specific moment by one person, but as
an eternal truth revealed time and again by perfected beings.

The very name "Jainism" derives from "Jina," meaning "conqueror" - one who has
conquered their inner passions and attained omniscience. Those who follow the path
shown by the Jinas are called Jains. The lineage of these Jinas, or Tirthankaras, is
central to the Jain understanding of their own history. In the current cosmic time cycle,
Jain tradition identifies twenty-four such Tirthankaras. These figures are not seen as
gods, but as exemplary human beings who achieved liberation and showed the way
for others.

The first of these twenty-four Tirthankaras is Rishabhadeva, also known as Adinatha.
According to Jain belief, he lived millions of years ago, at a time when early human
society was transitioning from a more primitive state to one where agriculture, laws,
and social structures began to form. Rishabhadeva is traditionally credited with
teaching humans these foundational elements of civilization, in addition to the
spiritual path. His life and teachings are said to mark the beginning of the current era's
spiritual dispensation, setting the stage for all who followed.

While the vast timelines associated with Rishabhadeva and the early Tirthankaras fall
within the realm of faith and cosmology, scholars have also sought to understand the
historical origins of Jainism. Many place its emergence within the broader context of
the Shramana tradition of ancient India. This tradition, which flourished alongside the
Vedic tradition, involved ascetic movements that emphasized personal spiritual effort,
renunciation of worldly life, and often rejected the authority of the Vedas and the
Brahminical priestly class.

The Shramana traditions explored fundamental questions about existence, suffering,
karma, rebirth (samsara), and liberation (moksha), concepts that were also developing
within the Vedic framework but were approached from different perspectives. Unlike
the Vedic focus on rituals, sacrifices, and the appeasement of deities, Shramana paths
typically emphasized asceticism, meditation, ethical conduct, and the potential for
individuals to achieve spiritual liberation through their own discipline and
understanding. Jainism and Buddhism are the most well-known religions that arose
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from this vibrant Shramana milieu.

Many scholars believe that Jainism is indeed older than Buddhism and was a
significant, independent religious tradition existing in India well before the 6th century
BCE, the time of Mahavira and Buddha. This places its roots firmly within the ancient
Indian landscape, potentially stretching back to periods contemporary with or even
preceding the later Vedic period. The Shramana worldview provided fertile ground for
the development of philosophies that questioned established norms and sought
liberation through rigorous self-discipline and ethical living, hallmarks of Jainism.

Evidence supporting the ancient nature of Jainism comes from various sources, though
interpretations can vary. Some scholars point to possible connections with the Indus
Valley Civilization (c. 2600-1900 BCE), citing seals depicting figures in meditative
postures that resemble the Jain kayotsarga posture, and the presence of a bull motif,
which is the emblem associated with Rishabhadeva. While not universally accepted as
definitive proof of Jainism specifically, these findings are seen by some as suggestive
of ancient ascetic practices and symbols that might be precursors to or related to
early Jain thought.

Literary evidence from ancient Indian texts also provides clues. Some later Vedic texts
mention figures or concepts that are interpreted by some scholars as referring to
Rishabhadeva and other early Tirthankaras, suggesting an awareness of these figures
within the broader religious landscape of the time. The Bhagavata Purana, a Hindu
text, acknowledges Rishabhadeva as the founder of Jainism, and some Vedic texts
mention the names of Rishabha, Ajitanatha, and Arishtanemi (the 22nd Tirthankara).
These references, while interpreted differently by various traditions, indicate that
figures revered in Jainism were known and, in some cases, respected in other ancient
Indian belief systems.

Further historical evidence emerges from the period closer to the 1st millennium BCE.
The 23rd Tirthankara, Parshvanatha, who is traditionally dated to the 9th-8th century
BCE, is widely considered by scholars to be a historical figure. His teachings, which
included four of the five main vows later espoused by Mahavira (non-violence,
truthfulness, non-stealing, and non-possession), indicate that a distinct Jain or proto-
Jain community existed centuries before Mahavira. This lineage through Parshvanatha
provides a crucial historical link, demonstrating that Mahavira was inheriting and
revitalizing an existing tradition, not creating one anew.

Archaeological finds from the Mauryan period (322-185 BCE) and later also attest to
the presence of Jainism in ancient India. Inscriptions from Emperor Ashoka's time (3rd
century BCE) mention Niganthas, a term often associated with Jain ascetics. Statues
and artifacts from subsequent centuries depict Tirthankaras and Jain symbols,
confirming the religion's presence and development in various parts of the
subcontinent, including Mathura, which became an important Jain center. The
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Lohanipur Torso, a polished stone sculpture dating back to the 2nd century BCE, is
another piece of archaeological evidence that some associate with early Jainism or a
similar ascetic tradition, though its identification is debated.

The traditional Jain account of twenty-four Tirthankaras appearing in a long
succession, with Mahavira being the last in the current era, serves to underscore the
religion's claim to profound antiquity. While the historicity of the earlier Tirthankaras is
viewed differently by believers and some scholars, the evidence points to Jainism
being a very old tradition, with roots potentially reaching back into the mists of
prehistoric India, evolving within and alongside other ancient Indian spiritual
movements like the Shramana tradition.

This long and rich history is not just a matter of tracing a timeline; it is fundamental to
the Jain identity. It emphasizes that the core principles of self-mastery, non-violence,
and the pursuit of liberation are not recent innovations but timeless truths that have
been rediscovered and taught across ages by enlightened beings. Understanding
these deep origins helps to appreciate the context from which Jain philosophy and
practice emerged, setting the stage for a closer look at its key figures and tenets.
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