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Abstract 

The philosophical schools of India, may be grouped as 

Brähmaëic and non- Brähmaëic. Buddhist literature appears to 

speak of all the non-Brähmaëic systems as Çramaëas. Of these 

Çramaëa sects, Buddhism and Jainism occupy the foremost rank.  

Among those who believe that there are infinite numbers of 

independent souls which are all pure and perfect in their original 

nature, the Jaina tradition is first and foremost. Indian 

philosophy has discussed about the self or soul in an ordered 

form since the Upaniñadic period. The three common terms jéva, 

ätman and brahman are used to denote the idea of the self. 

According to the Jainas, the soul, by itself, is imperceptible, but 

its presence can be found out by the presence of its characteristic 

qualities in a material body. Its chief characteristic is 

consciousness, which is accompanied by sense activity, 

respiration, and a certain period of existence in a particular body. 

Thus, this paper is a critical explanation on the nature of self 

from the viewpoint of Jainism. 

              

The philosophical schools of India, may be grouped as 

Brähmaëic and non- Brähmaëic. Brähmaëic is referred to as ästika 

and non- Brähmaëic as nästika. Ästika represents the systems which 

recognize the Vedas and their branches as supreme authority. 

Säàkhya, for example, is regarded as a Brähmaëic system, since it 

has accepted the authority of the Vedas. Buddhism and Jainism are 

considered to be non-Brähmaëic, because they do not recognize the 
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authority of the Vedas. Buddhist literature speaks of all the non-

Brähmaëic systems as Çramaëas in the common phrase ‘samaëä vä 

brähmaëä vä’. Here the word brähmaëa refers to orthodox schools. 

According to the tradition preserved in Tamil literature, Çramaëa 

represents three sects, viz., Aëuvädins(Pakudha Kaccäyana’s sect), 

Äjévikas(Äjévakas) and Jainas. Of these Çramaëa sects, Buddhism 

and Jainism occupy the foremost rank.1 

The word Jainism is derived from ‘Jina’ which means 

‘conqueror’- one who has conquered his passions and desires.2 

‘Jina’ is derived from the Sanskrit root ji- ‘to conquer’, means 

‘victor’.3 It is the common name applied to the twenty-four 

Térthaìkaras, because they have conquered all passions (räga and 

dveña) and have attained liberation.4 The Jainas are the followers of 

Jina, the victor, a title applied to Vardhamäna, the last prophet of 

the Jainas. The name Jainism indicates the predominantly ethical 

character of the system.5 The long line of teachers through whom 

the Jaina faith was handed down consists of twenty-four 

Térthaìkaras, the last of whom was Vardhamäna (also styled 

Mahävéra), a contemporary of Gautam Buddha.6 

Indian philosophy has discussed about the self in an ordered 

form since the Upaniñadic period. The defining characteristic of a 

soul is ‘jévatva’ which means ‘cetanä’. When the word 

consciousness is used as the decisive factor of soul, we only mean 

‘cetanä’ by it. It is the ‘cetanä’ alone which cannot exist in any 

substance other than the soul. Hence, the main line of 

differentiation between jéva and ajéva is cetanä.7 The 

SarvadarÇanasaàgraha defines the soul as follows- “Not different 

from knowledge, and yet not identical with it, in some way both 

different and the same, knowledge is its first and last; such is the 

soul described to be”- 

jñänädbhinno na cäbhinno bhinnäbhinnaù kathañcana / 

jñänaà pürväparébhütaà so’yamätmeti kértita iti // 8 
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 The Vedas and the Upaniñads use the term ‘self’ in various 

senses. It means physical body, life, intellect, the vital breath, 

individual self (jéva) and the Absolute self (ätman, Brahman). The 

Ṛgveda uses the term ätman to indicate ‘Vital breath’.9 Later on the 

term ätman became prominent in Indian thought and translated for 

soul or self. The Kaöha Upaniñad uses the word self in the sense of 

buddhi i.e., intellect.10 The Taittiréya Upaniñad uses the word self in 

the sense of physical body.11 The PraÇna Upaniñad uses the term self 

in the sense of vital principle which denotes präëa.12 Thus, the 

Upaniñads use various terms to indicate the concept of the self. The 

three common terms used for the self are the jéva, ätman and 

brahman. Jéva or jévätman is the individual self. Brahman is the 

Universal Self. The Çabdakalpadruma defines the word ätman as 

follows- atati santatabhävena jägradädi sarvävasthäsu anuvarttate, at 

sätatvagamane+manië.13 V.S. Apte in his The Practical Sanskrit- 

English Dictionary defines the word ätman(at-manië) as the soul, the 

individual soul, the breath, the principle of life and sensation.14 He 

again defines the term jéva (jév-kartari ka) as the principle of life, the 

vital breath, life and soul. 15 The Kaöha Upaniñad mentions the real 

nature of self declaring that the self is pure consciousness and pure 

bliss. It is eternal, unchangeable and imperishable. It is devoid of 

any body and is free from birth and death- na jäyate mriyate 

vä.......ajo nityaù çäçvato’yaà puräëo//16 According to the Chändogya 

and Båhadäraëyaka Upaniñad, it is free from sin, old age, death, grief, 

hunger and thirst.17 According to the Bhagavad-Gétä, the self is 

eternal. It is free from the cycle of birth and death and from the 

pains and sufferings accruing from it.18 It is immutable and 

imperishable: weapons cannot cut it, fire cannot burn it; water 

cannot make it wet; and air cannot make it dry-nainaà chindanti 

Çasträëi nainaà dahati pävakaù/na cainaà kledayantyäpo na Çoñayati 

märutaù // 19 

According to Radhakrishnan, a jéva is a particular kind of 

existent thing. The liberated jéva freed from matter is called the 

ätman.20 M. Hiriyanna holds that the notion of jéva in general 
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corresponds to that of ätman or puruña of the other schools of Indian 

thought.21 The earth, water, air, fire and space have been 

considered to be the ultimate elements of the universe, and soul is a 

product of the combination of these elements.22 Among those who 

believe that there are infinite numbers of independent souls which 

are all pure and perfect in their original nature, the Jaina tradition 

is first and foremost.23 According to the Jainas, the soul, by itself, is 

imperceptible, but its presence can be found out by the presence of 

its characteristic qualities in a material body. Its chief characteristic 

is consciousness, which is accompanied by sense activity, 

respiration, and a certain period of existence in a particular body.24  

The Jainas believe that the jéva exists, it acts and is acted upon. 

The Ñaòdarçanasamuccaya states that, it is both an enjoyer (bhoktä) 

and an agent (kartä).25 Äcärya Nemicandra has also opined that the 

jéva is incorporeal (amürta), a casual agent (kartä),coextensive with 

the body (sadehaparimäëaù), the enjoyer of the fruits of karmas 

(bhoktä), having the world as its abode(saàsärattha), emancipated 

(siddha) and of the nature of darting upwards- jévo uvaogamao amutti 

kattä sadehaparimäëaù / bhottä saàsärattho siddho so vissasoòòhagadi //26 

Kundakundäcärya also gives similar opinion saying that the jéva  is 

the lord (prabhu), casual agent (kartä), enjoyer (bhoktä), conditioned 

by the body (dehamätra) and ordinarily attached to karmas.27 The 

characteristic of the jéva that it darts upwards is mentioned in the 

next verse of Pañcästikäyasära thus- the soul, free from the defect of 

karmas gets to the highest point of the universe, knows all and 

perceives all, and obtains the everlasting infinite bliss- 

kammamalavippamukko uòòhaà logassa antamadhigantä/ so savvaëäëa-

darisé lahadi suhamaëindiyamaëantam// 28 This everlasting heavenly 

bliss is secured by the self by its own efforts without any 

extraneous help.29   

The Jainas hold that the liberated self acquires pure, perfect 

and infinite knowledge revealing everything of the world. This 

knowledge is called kevala-jñäna which is nothing but omniscience.30 

According to the Jainas the self is changeable. The self is subject to 
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change or modification. 31 The soul manifests in the following 

forms as Deva, as man, as a member of the Hell or as a plant or an 

animal- suraëaraëärayatiriyä jévassa ya pajjayä bahugä//32 The 

Pañcästikäyasära points out that when the original form is lost, the 

soul does not lose its own nature with the passing form and when 

it puts on a new form it does not get a new nature with its coming 

form. In spite of origin and decay of forms the soul maintains its 

nature and identity- maëosattaëeëa ëaööho dehé devo havedi idaro 

vä/ubhayattha jévabhävo ëa ëassadi ëa jäyade aëëo//33 The jéva is 

described from two different viewpoints. These are: the 

transcendental or niçcaya naya and the empirical or vyavahära naya. 

From the empirical point of view (vyavahära naya), the soul, in 

states other than that of samudghäta, due to its capacity of 

expansion and contraction, is co-extensive with the physical body 

that it inhabits, but from the transcendental point of view (niçcaya 

naya), the soul has innumerable space-points.34 Umäsvämé also 

points out that a jéva, though formless, is said to occupy space or 

possess extension. Like a light the soul pervades the entire body in 

which it lives. Though it has no form (mürti), it acquires like a light, 

the size and form of the body wherein it lives- pradeçasaàhäravisar-

päbhyäà pradépavat//35 The Jainas regard the self as essentially 

conscious. According to Siddhasena Diväkara, the soul is different 

from the body and its existence is directly proved by its 

consciousness of itself.36 Every individual feels that he is conscious. 

The Ñaòdarçanasamuccaya also defines that Caitanya or conscious-

ness is an essential attribute of the self-caitanyalakñaëo jévaù.37 It is 

always present in the soul, though its nature and degree may 

vary.38  According to the degree of consciousness souls may be 

theoretically arranged in a continuous series. At the highest end of 

the level would be the perfect souls that have conquer all karmas 

and attained omniscience. At the lowest end would stand the most 

imperfect souls, which dwell in bodies of earth, water, fire, air and 

vegetables.39 In them life and consciousness appear to be absent. 
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Midway between would lie souls having two to five senses, like 

worms, ants, bees and men.40   

Consciousness of the self is manifested in two ways, namely 

darÇana or intuition and jñäna or knowledge, which is jointly called 

upayoga.41  During the empirical state, the real nature of self is 

obscured and enveloped by some atomic particles called 

karmaparamäëus or karmic atoms. These atomic particles are 

attracted from outside by the self through its own karmans and are 

absorbed into its body. That's why; the self identifies itself with 

these atomic-particles and cannot understand the difference 

between its own parts and these particles. If, one can know the 

nature of jñäna and darçana, then he could know the difference 

between the karmaparamäëus and the parts of the self. Hence, it is 

through upayoga that one can realize the real nature of the self- sa 

parasparapradeçänäà pradeçabandhätkarmaëaikébhütasyätmano’nyatva-

pratipattikäraëaà bhavati//42 

Umäsvämé in the Tattvärthädhigamasütra defines that upayoga is 

the differentia (distinctive characteristic) of the self.43 The word upa 

means “close” and yoga means “relation” i.e., which is closely 

related to the self. Kundakundäcärya and Äcärya Nemichandra 

state that the two aspects of upayoga are jñäna and darçana.44 Jñäna-

upayoga is known as säkära-upayoga, while darçana-upayoga is known 

as niräkära-upayoga. Jñäna-upayoga is of two kinds, viz., natural 

knowledge and non–natural knowledge. Again non-natural 

knowledge is divided into two, viz., (i) right knowledge and 

(ii) wrong knowledge. Right knowledge is further divided into four 

kinds: (i) mati-jñäna (sensory knowledge), (ii) Çruta-jñäna (scriptural 

knowledge), (iii) avadhi-jñäna (limited direct knowledge) and (iv) 

manaùparyäya-jñäna (direct knowledge of mind). Wrong knowledge 

is of three kinds, viz., (i) mati-ajñäna (sensory wrong knowledge), 

(ii) Çruta-ajñäna (scriptural wrong knowledge), (iii) avadhi-

ajñäna(limited direct wrong knowledge). Thus knowledge or jñäna 

is divided into eight categories, viz.,  
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(i) kevala-jñäna,   (v) manaùparyäya-jñäna, 

(ii) mati-jñäna,  (vi) mati-ajñäna,  

(iii) Çruta-jñäna,  (vii) Çruta-ajñäna, 

  (iv) avadhi-jñäna,  (viii) avadhi-ajñäna.     

DarÇana-upayoga is also of two kinds, viz., (i) natural vision and 

(ii) non-natural vision. Non-natural vision is further divided into 

three kinds: (i) cakñur-darÇana (visual vision), (ii) acakñur-darÇana 

(non-visual vision) and (iii) avadhi-darÇana (limited direct vision). 

Thus, darÇana-upayoga is divided into four categories, viz.,  

(i) kevala-darÇana,  

(ii)  cakñur-darÇana  

(iii) acakñur-darÇana and  

(iv) avadhi-darÇana.45 

The Jainas hold that the self in its real nature is pure, free ,  

perfect and divine, and is endowed with ananta-catuñöaya i.e., four 

infinite qualities: ananta-jñäna (infinite knowledge), ananta-darçana 

(infinite intuition), ananta-sukha (infinite bliss) and ananta-vérya 

(infinite power).46 According to the Jainas, the self is not one, but 

many, as it is different in different individuals.47 Jainism maintains 

that the self is an active agent. The Jainas also hold that pleasure 

and pain can not belong to an unconscious being. Consciousness 

belongs to puruña, so puruña is subject to pleasure and pain. This 

puruña is an active entity, because an inactive entity cannot be 

subject to pleasure and pain. Moreover, consciousness itself is 

active, because the term consciousness implies knowledge or 

intelligence which is active in character.48 According to their 

characteristics, the jévas are described as- 1) without beginning or 

end, 2) with beginning and end and 3) with beginning and no end- 

jévä aëäiëihaëä santä ëantä ya jévabhävädo/ savbhävado aëantä 

pañcaggaguëappadhäëä ya// 49  Every jéva pervades infinite point of 

space. It has the capacity of pervasion.50  

Äcärya Nemichandra states that, from the empirical or 

phenomenal point of view that which is living at present, will 



144 
 

continue to live in the future, and was living in the past, through its 

four principles of organism [präëas-strength (bala-präëa), senses 

(indriya-präëa), duration of age (äyuù-präëa) and respiration 

(ucchväsa)], is the jéva. From the transcendental point of view, that 

which has consciousness is the jéva-tikkäle cadupäëä indiyabala-

mäuäëapäëo ya/ vyavahärä ca jévo ëicchayaëayado du cedaëä jassa// 51 

The jévas (souls) are divided into two, the ‘mundane’ (saàsäré) 

and the ‘released’ (mukta). The mundane pass from birth to birth; 

and these are also divided into two, as those possessing an internal 

sense (samanaska), and those destitute of it (amanaska). The former 

possesses saàjñä, i.e., the power of apprehension, talking, acting, 

and receiving instruction; the latter are those without this power. 

These latter are also divided into two, as ‘locomotive’ (trasa), or 

‘immovable’ (sthävara).52 

From these descriptions of the self or jéva it can be summed up 

that, jéva, from the Jaina point of view is beginning less and endless. 

It is indestructible and beyond measure. Jéva pervades the body 

that it occupies. One of the characteristic of jéva is contraction and 

expansion according to the size of the body. Therefore, it expresses 

itself in modes. According to Jainism there are infinite numbers of 

souls and each occupies a particular body. The nature of jéva is pure 

and perfect and the same in all three phases of time- past, present 

and future. Therefore, it is eternal (nitya). Jéva is formless. We can 

comprehend the nature of the soul by means of intellect (vijñäna). 

Jéva is the basis of knowledge and experiences. The soul that exists 

with a particular body experiences the life in this existence, and as 

it leaves this body, and enters another, this experience is no more. 

The jéva is the same although it wanders about in the wheel of 

saàsära, in the four forms of existence- the heavenly, the human, 

lower animal and the hellish stage. Jéva cannot be seen in its form 

by the eyes, yet we can know the existence of the self through the 

attribute of knowledge. We can understand the nature of the jéva by 

means of its characteristics and effects. We can only infer the 

presence of jéva by observing the psycho-physical activities like 
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laughter, pleasure and bodily activities like dances etc. According 

to Jaina view, when jéva gets liberated from the bonds of karma 

which are of different aspects of substance, duration, fertility, and 

extensity, he reaches the summit of the upper world.  
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