comparative study of jainism and
buddhism

Comparative Study of Jainism and Buddhism

A comparative study of Jainism and Buddhism reveals two ancient Indian
religions that, despite originating from the same cultural milieu and sharing
certain philosophical underpinnings, offer distinct paths to spiritual
liberation. Both traditions emerged during a period of intellectual ferment
in ancient India, challenging the prevailing Vedic traditions and offering
profound insights into the nature of suffering, the self, and the ultimate
goal of existence. Understanding the parallels and divergences between
Jainism and Buddhism is crucial for appreciating the rich tapestry of Indian
spirituality and the diverse approaches to spiritual enlightenment. This
exploration will delve into their origins, core doctrines, ethical
frameworks, practices, and historical developments, providing a comprehensive
overview for those seeking to understand these influential Dharmic religions.
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Origins and Founders of Jainism and Buddhism

The genesis of both Jainism and Buddhism is deeply rooted in the socio-
religious landscape of ancient India, specifically in the 6th century BCE.
This era was characterized by a vibrant intellectual and spiritual awakening,



often referred to as the Axial Age, where new ideas and philosophical systems
challenged established norms. Both religions offered alternatives to the
complex rituals and caste-based hierarchy prevalent in the Vedic tradition,
focusing instead on individual effort and ethical conduct as the means to
spiritual salvation.

Jainism: The Path of the Conquerors

Jainism, meaning "victory" or "conquest" of the self, traces its origins to a
lineage of twenty-four Tirthankaras, or "ford-makers," who are believed to
have guided humanity across the river of suffering. The most recent and
prominent of these is Mahavira, the 24th Tirthankara, who is considered the
historical founder of the Jain faith. Born Siddhartha Gautama, or Mahavira,
into a royal family in the region of Bihar, he renounced his worldly life in
pursuit of spiritual truth. After years of rigorous asceticism, he attained
omniscience (Kevala Jnana) and thereafter expounded his teachings, which
emphasized non-violence (ahimsa), non-attachment (aparigraha), and
truthfulness (satya). While Mahavira is revered as the refounder and
systematizer of Jainism, the tradition maintains that its core principles are
eternal and were revealed by earlier Tirthankaras, with Rishabhanatha being
the first.

Buddhism: The Middle Way

Buddhism, on the other hand, is directly attributed to Siddhartha Gautama,
the historical Buddha, who lived from approximately 563 to 483 BCE. Also born
into a royal family in Lumbini (present-day Nepal), Siddhartha left his
privileged life to seek an end to suffering. Through intense meditation and
contemplation, he achieved enlightenment under the Bodhi tree, becoming the
Buddha, or "the awakened one." His teachings, delivered in the form of the
Four Noble Truths and the Eightfold Path, offer a practical guide to
overcoming suffering and attaining Nirvana. Buddhism, therefore, has a more
distinctly traceable historical founder in the person of the Buddha, whose
life and teachings form the bedrock of the faith.

Core Philosophical Tenets of Jainism and
Buddhism

While both Jainism and Buddhism emerged from similar cultural soil and shared
a disillusionment with existing religious practices, their foundational
philosophies, while overlapping in some areas, present distinct worldviews
and solutions to the human predicament. Understanding these core tenets is
essential to appreciating the unique character of each religion.



Jainism: Karma, Ahimsa, and Anekantavada

At the heart of Jain philosophy lies the concept of karma, understood not
merely as action but as subtle particles that adhere to the soul (jiva) due
to its activities, both mental and physical. These karmic particles obscure
the soul's inherent purity and knowledge, binding it to the cycle of rebirth
(samsara). The ultimate goal in Jainism is Moksha, the complete liberation of
the soul from this karmic bondage and its subsequent rebirths. This
liberation is achieved through rigorous self-discipline, asceticism, and the
unwavering adherence to the three jewels: Right Faith (Samyak Darshana),
Right Knowledge (Samyak Jnana), and Right Conduct (Samyak Charitra).

Central to Right Conduct is the principle of ahimsa, or non-violence, which
is practiced with an extreme level of commitment in Jainism. This extends to
all living beings, including the smallest microorganisms, leading to
practices such as meticulous sweeping of paths to avoid harming insects and
wearing masks to prevent inhaling airborne life forms. Another crucial
principle is Anekantavada, the doctrine of manifold aspects, which posits
that truth is relative and can be viewed from multiple perspectives. This
encourages intellectual humility and open-mindedness, acknowledging that any
single viewpoint is incomplete.

Buddhism: The Four Noble Truths and the Eightfold
Path

Buddhism's philosophical foundation rests upon the Four Noble Truths, which
diagnose the human condition and prescribe a remedy. The First Noble Truth
states that life is inherently characterized by suffering (Dukkha). The
Second Noble Truth identifies the origin of suffering as craving or
attachment (Tanha). The Third Noble Truth proclaims that suffering can cease,
and the Fourth Noble Truth outlines the path to the cessation of suffering:
the Noble Eightfold Path. This path is a practical guide comprising Right
Understanding, Right Thought, Right Speech, Right Action, Right Livelihood,
Right Effort, Right Mindfulness, and Right Concentration.

The ultimate goal in Buddhism is Nirvana, a state of profound peace,
liberation from suffering, and the extinguishing of the cycle of rebirth.
Unlike Jainism's emphasis on the soul's inherent divinity obscured by karma,
Buddhism teaches Anatman, or "no-self." This doctrine asserts that there is
no permanent, unchanging, independent self or soul. What we perceive as the
self is merely a composite of impermanent physical and mental constituents.
This understanding is crucial in breaking the cycle of attachment and craving
that fuels suffering.



The Nature of the Self and Soul in Jainism and
Buddhism

One of the most significant distinctions between Jainism and Buddhism lies in
their fundamental understanding of the self and the existence of an eternal
soul. This difference has profound implications for their respective paths to
liberation and their overall philosophical outlook.

Jainism: The Eternal Soul (Jiva)

Jainism unequivocally affirms the existence of an eternal, individual, and
conscious soul, known as the Jiva. This soul is considered to be
intrinsically pure, possessing infinite knowledge, perception, power, and
bliss. However, its natural state is obscured by the influx of karmic matter,
which attaches to the soul due to passions and worldly actions. The Jiva is
the fundamental essence of every living being, from the smallest
microorganism to the most advanced human. The goal of Jain practice is to
purify the soul of all karmic impurities, allowing its inherent divine
qualities to manifest fully. This purification is an arduous process
requiring extreme self-discipline and adherence to ascetic principles.

Buddhism: The Doctrine of No-Self (Anatman)

In stark contrast, Buddhism teaches the doctrine of Anatman, or "no-self."
This concept asserts that there is no permanent, unchanging, independent, or
substantial self or soul that persists through life and beyond death. The
individual is seen as a dynamic aggregation of five constantly changing
components known as the skandhas or aggregates: form, feelings, perceptions,
mental formations, and consciousness. What we mistakenly identify as "I" or
"mine" is merely a temporary collection of these impermanent phenomena. The
Buddhist path to liberation, Nirvana, involves understanding and
internalizing this truth of no-self, thereby eradicating the illusion of a
permanent ego that drives craving and attachment.

Paths to Liberation (Moksha/Nirvana)

The ultimate objective for adherents of both Jainism and Buddhism is
liberation from the cycle of birth, death, and rebirth. However, the pathways
prescribed by each tradition, while sharing a common emphasis on ethical
conduct and mental discipline, diverge significantly in their methodologies
and underlying philosophical justifications.



Jainism: Asceticism and the Three Jewels

The Jain path to liberation, Moksha, is primarily achieved through rigorous
asceticism and the cultivation of the Three Jewels: Right Faith, Right
Knowledge, and Right Conduct. Right Conduct is paramount and is embodied in
the Mahavratas (Great Vows) for ascetics and Anuvratas (Lesser Vows) for lay
followers. These vows include strict adherence to ahimsa, satya
(truthfulness), asteya (non-stealing), brahmacharya (celibacy or chastity),
and aparigraha (non-possession or non-attachment). The emphasis is on
actively purifying the soul by shedding all karmic accretions through extreme
self-denial, fasting, meditation, and renunciation of worldly possessions and
desires. The Jain ascetics (monks and nuns) dedicate their entire lives to
this pursuit, often engaging in prolonged periods of fasting and meditation,
seeking to exhaust their accumulated karma and prevent the influx of new
karma.

Buddhism: The Eightfold Path and Mindfulness

The Buddhist path to liberation, Nirvana, is guided by the Noble Eightfold
Path. This path is a holistic approach that encompasses wisdom, ethical
conduct, and mental discipline. It is often described as a "Middle Way" that
avoids extreme asceticism and self-indulgence. The focus is on developing
wisdom through understanding the Four Noble Truths, cultivating ethical
behavior through Right Speech, Right Action, and Right Livelihood, and
purifying the mind through Right Effort, Right Mindfulness, and Right
Concentration. Meditation plays a central role, not for the purpose of
purifying a soul, but for developing insight into the impermanent nature of
reality and the illusion of self. By diligently following the Eightfold Path,
individuals are said to extinguish craving, attachment, and ignorance,
thereby breaking free from the cycle of samsara.

Ethical Principles and Practices in Jainism and
Buddhism

The ethical frameworks of Jainism and Buddhism are central to their teachings
and provide practical guidelines for adherents to live a meaningful and
spiritually progressive life. While both traditions strongly advocate for
compassion and ethical conduct, their specific emphasis and application
differ.

Jainism: The Five Great Vows (Mahavratas) and Non-



Possession

Jainism's ethical system is primarily structured around the Five Great Vows
(Mahavratas) undertaken by ascetics and their lesser versions for lay
followers. These vows are:

e Ahimsa (Non-violence): The most paramount principle, demanding the
avoidance of harm to any living being in thought, word, or deed.

e Satya (Truthfulness): Speaking the truth, but not in a way that causes
harm.

e Asteya (Non-stealing): Not taking anything that is not freely given.

e Brahmacharya (Celibacy/Chastity): Abstaining from sexual pleasure, for
ascetics; fidelity for lay people.

e Aparigraha (Non-possession/Non-attachment): Detachment from all material
possessions and worldly desires.

The principle of non-possession is particularly stringent in Jainism,
extending even to the minimal ownership of necessary items by monks, who
carry only what is essential for their survival. This rigorous adherence to
ethical conduct is seen as the primary means of shedding karma and achieving
liberation.

Buddhism: The Five Precepts and Compassion

Buddhism emphasizes ethical conduct through the Five Precepts, which are
guidelines for lay followers and the foundation for the more extensive vows
taken by monks and nuns. These precepts are:

e Abstaining from taking life (non-violence).

e Abstaining from taking what is not given (non-stealing).
e Abstaining from sexual misconduct.

e Abstaining from false speech (lying).

e Abstaining from intoxicants that cause heedlessness.

While ahimsa is also a fundamental principle in Buddhism, its interpretation
is generally less absolute than in Jainism. The focus is on cultivating
compassion (Karuna) and loving-kindness (Metta) for all sentient beings,
rather than a strict prohibition of any action that might inadvertently cause



harm. The emphasis is on mental purity and detachment from craving as the
roots of suffering, with ethical actions stemming from this inner
transformation.

Cosmology and Metaphysics

The cosmological and metaphysical understandings of Jainism and Buddhism
offer distinct frameworks for comprehending the universe, the nature of
existence, and the ultimate reality. While both traditions operate within the
concept of a cyclical universe and the cycle of rebirth, their explanations
for these phenomena and their underlying principles differ.

Jainism: A Universe of Souls and Matter

Jain cosmology posits a universe that is eternal, uncreated, and without a
beginning or end. It is composed of six fundamental and eternal substances
(dravyas): Jiva (soul), Pudgala (matter), Dharma (medium of motion), Adharma
(medium of rest), Akasha (space), and Kala (time). Souls are infinite in
number, and each soul is an independent, conscious entity. Matter is also
eternal and is believed to be composed of atoms (paramanu). The universe is
seen as a vast, intricate system where souls are constantly interacting with
matter, leading to the accumulation of karma and the perpetuation of the
cycle of rebirth. Jainism does not believe in a creator god or an omnipotent
divine being; the universe functions according to inherent laws, and
liberation is achieved through individual effort.

Buddhism: Impermanence and Interdependence

Buddhist cosmology is characterized by the concept of impermanence (Anicca)
and interdependence (Pratityasamutpada), the doctrine of dependent
origination. The universe is not seen as a static entity but as a constantly
changing flux of phenomena arising and ceasing in accordance with cause and
effect. There is no eternal creator god in Buddhism. Instead, the cycle of
rebirth (samsara) is driven by ignorance, craving, and the karmic imprints of
past actions. The concept of dependent origination explains how all phenomena
are interconnected and arise in dependence on other phenomena, emphasizing
the lack of inherent, independent existence for any entity, including the
self. The ultimate goal is to transcend this cycle by realizing the emptiness
(Sunyata) of inherent existence.



Scriptures and Canonical Literature

The scriptures and canonical literature of Jainism and Buddhism serve as the
repositories of their teachings, providing guidance and inspiration for
followers. While both traditions have vast bodies of sacred texts, their
origins and content reflect their distinct philosophical trajectories.

Jainism: The Agamas

The canonical scriptures of Jainism are known as the Agamas, which are
believed to be the teachings of the Tirthankaras, particularly Mahavira.
These texts are divided into different sections, including Angas (limbs),
Upangas (subsidiary limbs), and other supplementary works. The Agamas provide
detailed philosophical discourses, ethical guidelines, cosmological
descriptions, and narratives about the lives of the Tirthankaras and saints.
The oldest and most important Agamas are considered to be the Twelve Angas,
though there is scholarly debate regarding their exact preservation and
transmission over centuries. The Svetambara sect of Jainism accepts a more
extensive collection of Agamas compared to the Digambara sect, which believes
that the original teachings have been lost and relies on later commentaries
and independent works.

Buddhism: The Tripitaka and Mahayana Sutras

The Buddhist canon is vast and multifaceted, with different schools of
Buddhism preserving distinct collections of texts. The earliest and most
widely accepted canon is the Pali Canon, also known as the Tripitaka (Three
Baskets): the Vinaya Pitaka (rules of monastic discipline), the Sutta Pitaka
(discourses of the Buddha), and the Abhidhamma Pitaka (philosophical
analysis). These texts are considered to be the direct teachings of the
historical Buddha. Later, Mahayana Buddhism developed its own extensive canon
of Sutras, which include the Prajnaparamita Sutras, the Lotus Sutra, and
others, often presenting more advanced or esoteric teachings. These Mahayana
sutras are believed by followers to be the ultimate expression of the
Buddha's wisdom, revealed to those ready to receive them.

Historical Development and Influence

Both Jainism and Buddhism have undergone significant historical developments
and have exerted a profound influence on the cultural, religious, and
philosophical landscape of India and beyond. Their journeys are marked by
periods of growth, decline, adaptation, and dissemination.



Jainism: Enduring Tradition and Regional Strength

Jainism, despite facing periods of decline and persecution, has maintained a
continuous presence in India, particularly in the western and southern
regions. Its emphasis on ahimsa and asceticism has fostered a strong monastic
tradition and a dedicated lay community. Jain scholars have made significant
contributions to Indian philosophy, literature, and art. The tradition has
remained relatively insular compared to Buddhism, with its core practices and
beliefs largely preserved within its community. While it did spread to some
neighboring regions in ancient times, its primary influence has been
concentrated within the Indian subcontinent.

Buddhism: Global Spread and Diversification

Buddhism, on the other hand, experienced a remarkable expansion beyond the
Indian subcontinent, becoming a major world religion. After its initial
flourishing in India, it spread through missionary efforts and trade routes
to Sri Lanka, Southeast Asia, Central Asia, China, Korea, Japan, Tibet, and
Vietnam. Along its diffusion, Buddhism adapted and diversified, giving rise
to various schools and traditions, such as Theravada, Mahayana, and
Vajrayana, each with its unique interpretations of doctrine and practice. The
decline of Buddhism in India is attributed to various factors, including
internal schisms, the resurgence of Hinduism, and political changes, though
it left an indelible mark on Indian intellectual history.

Similarities Between Jainism and Buddhism

Despite their distinctiveness, Jainism and Buddhism share several significant
similarities that highlight their common origins and shared concerns about
the human condition. These commonalities provide a valuable lens through
which to understand their place within the broader spectrum of Indian
spiritual thought.

e Emphasis on Non-Violence (Ahimsa): Both traditions place a strong
emphasis on the ethical principle of non-violence towards all living
beings, although the degree of strictness in practice differs.

e Rejection of Vedic Authority and Ritualism: Both Jainism and Buddhism
emerged as reform movements that challenged the dominance of Vedic
rituals, animal sacrifices, and the caste system, advocating for a more
accessible path to spiritual liberation.

e Karma and Rebirth: Both religions accept the concept of karma — the law
of cause and effect governing actions and their consequences — and the



cycle of rebirth (samsara) driven by karma.

e Path to Liberation: Both traditions offer a path to liberation from
suffering and the cycle of rebirth, emphasizing self-effort, ethical
conduct, and mental discipline.

e Importance of Meditation and Mindfulness: Meditation and mindfulness are
integral practices in both Jainism and Buddhism for achieving self-
control, clarity of mind, and spiritual insight.

e Monastic Traditions: Both religions established strong monastic orders
(Sangha) that played a crucial role in preserving and propagating their
teachings.

Key Differences Between Jainism and Buddhism

While the similarities are notable, the divergences between Jainism and
Buddhism are equally profound and define their unique spiritual identities.
These differences are often the focus of comparative studies and reveal the
diverse philosophical responses to fundamental human questions.

e The Self/Soul: Jainism firmly believes in an eternal, individual soul
(Jiva), while Buddhism teaches the doctrine of "no-self" (Anatman).

e Path to Liberation: Jainism emphasizes rigorous asceticism and the
shedding of karma through extreme self-denial for liberation (Moksha),
while Buddhism advocates for the Middle Way and the cessation of craving
through the Eightfold Path for Nirvana.

e Concept of God: Jainism does not believe in a creator god and views the
Tirthankaras as guides rather than deities to be worshipped. Buddhism
also does not posit a creator god, but the Buddha is revered as an
enlightened being, not a god in the traditional sense, and veneration of
Buddhas and Bodhisattvas is common in Mahayana traditions.

e Ahimsa: While both value ahimsa, Jainism's practice of non-violence is
far more extreme and meticulously observed, extending to even
microscopic life forms.

e Anekantavada vs. Middle Way: Jainism's Anekantavada (many-sidedness)
emphasizes the relativity of truth and multiple perspectives, while
Buddhism's Middle Way seeks to avoid extremes in philosophy and practice
to arrive at a singular, ultimate truth of emptiness.

e Dietary Practices: Jainism has extremely strict vegetarianism, often
including veganism and avoiding root vegetables, due to the belief that



these cause harm to multiple life forms. Buddhism generally allows for
vegetarianism, but the prohibition on meat is not as absolute, with some
Buddhist traditions permitting the consumption of meat if the animal was
not killed specifically for them.

Additional Resources

Here are 9 book titles, each beginning with and related to the comparative
study of Jainism and Buddhism, with short descriptions:

1. Echoes of Asceticism: Jainism and Buddhism Compared

This book delves into the shared roots and divergent paths of two ancient
Indian religions. It meticulously examines their foundational philosophies,
ethical frameworks, and ascetic practices. Readers will gain a comprehensive
understanding of how both traditions sought liberation from suffering through
rigorous self-discipline and renunciation, highlighting their similarities
and distinctive approaches.

2. The Paths to Nirvana and Moksha: A Jain-Buddhist Dialogue

This scholarly work engages in a comparative analysis of the ultimate goals
in Jainism (Moksha) and Buddhism (Nirvana). It explores the different
conceptualizations of liberation, the nature of the enlightened state, and
the respective methodologies employed to achieve them. The book facilitates a
deeper appreciation of the nuanced interpretations of spiritual emancipation
within these traditions.

3. Karma and Rebirth: A Trans-Indian Perspective

This study investigates the shared concept of karma and rebirth, a
cornerstone of Indian religious thought, as understood by Jainism and
Buddhism. It contrasts their theories on the mechanism of karma, the nature
of the soul or consciousness in transmigration, and the ultimate cessation of
this cycle. The book provides valuable insights into the ethical implications
of these doctrines for daily life and spiritual progress.

4. The Monastic Ideal: Jain and Buddhist Practices

Focusing on the practicalities of religious life, this book compares the
monastic traditions of Jainism and Buddhism. It examines the rules,
disciplines, and daily routines of monks and nuns in both orders, as well as
their roles in propagating their respective faiths. The work offers a vivid
portrayal of the ascetic lifestyle and its significance in achieving
spiritual goals.

5. Wisdom and Compassion: Jain and Buddhist Ethics

This comparative study explores the ethical systems of Jainism and Buddhism,
emphasizing their shared values and unique contributions. It scrutinizes
concepts like ahimsa (non-violence), karuna (compassion), right conduct, and
moral responsibility. The book highlights how both traditions advocate for a
life guided by ethical principles to foster spiritual growth and social



harmony .

6. The Buddha and the Tirthankaras: Comparative Biographies and Teachings
This volume offers a comparative look at the lives and teachings of key
figures in both traditions, namely the Buddha and the Tirthankaras of
Jainism. It draws parallels and distinctions in their biographical
narratives, their calls for spiritual awakening, and the core tenets they
imparted. The book provides a rich narrative of the founding figures and
their foundational messages.

7. Liberation Through Non-Attachment: Jain and Buddhist Philosophies

This intellectual exploration examines the philosophies of non-attachment as
a path to liberation in Jainism and Buddhism. It delves into their respective
metaphysical views on the self, reality, and the causes of suffering, and how
detachment from worldly desires is crucial for spiritual freedom. The book
illuminates the subtle philosophical underpinnings of their teachings.

8. The Art and Architecture of Salvation: Jain and Buddhist Expressions

This book investigates the artistic and architectural manifestations of Jain
and Buddhist spiritual aspirations. It analyzes the symbolism, iconography,
and stylistic developments in temples, stupas, sculptures, and manuscripts.
Through a visual comparison, readers can understand how these sacred spaces
and objects reflect the core beliefs and devotional practices of each
tradition.

9. Comparative Spirituality: Jainism and Buddhism in the Modern World

This contemporary study considers the relevance and adaptation of Jain and
Buddhist principles in the contemporary global landscape. It examines how
these ancient traditions are being interpreted, practiced, and influencing
modern spiritual seeking and social activism. The book highlights their
enduring appeal and potential for contributing to contemporary ethical and
spiritual discourse.
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