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Verbalising ahimsa

Jain scriptural perspectives on the ethics of speech

Erika Caranti

This contribution aims to examine the ethical and spiritual dimensions of speech
within Jainism, highlighting its role as a fundamental expression of non-violence
(ahimsa). Positioned between thought and action, speech functions as a bridge
connecting inner intentions and external behaviour.

In the Jain context, verbal non-violence (vacika-ahimsa) extends beyond the sim-
ple avoidance of harmful words. It is indeed a refined practice grounded in truth-
fulness and compassion. Drawing on some of the key texts from both the Svetam-
bara and Digambara traditions, this paper traces the centrality of right speech in
influencing both ascetic and lay conduct.

This article seeks to explore scriptural guidelines governing the use of language—
emphasising clarity, gentleness, restraint, and the avoidance of speech that,
while factually accurate, may nonetheless cause harm. It also considers the epis-
temic implications of anekantavada (the doctrine of ‘non-one-sidedness '), which
cautions against absolute claims to truth.

Finally, the present paper attempts to shed light on how, in Jain dharma, truth is
not an absolute value but is subordinated to the higher principle of ahimsa. While
ascetics may cultivate silence as the highest form of restraint, householders are
called to employ speech that reflects ethical intention, spiritual awareness, and
self-discipline. This nuanced understanding of speech, as both a karmic agent and
a moral expression, underscores its significance on the Jain path toward libera-
tion and offers a valuable lens for a broader ethical reflection.
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1. Introduction’

This article aims to explore the ethical and spiritual dimensions of speech within Jainism, highlighting

the role of language as a fundamental expression of non-violence (ahimsa). Without engaging deeply

! Note on transliteration: For the sake of consistency, all Sanskrit terms and titles of texts are transliterated according the
standard scientific transliteration of Sanskrit. References to the texts are given using abbreviated titles, which are indicated
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with the philosophy of language, the present contribution focuses on the centrality of verbal non-
violence, vacika-ahimsa, both from the perspective of ascetic conduct and from the point of view of the
householder life. By drawing on some key Svetambara and Digambara textual sources, this study seeks
to delineate the conceptual framework underlying the ethical dimensions of words and to shed light
on how speech is integrated into the Jain spiritual path toward liberation (moksa).’

Without attempting to offer an exhaustive analysis or comprehensive account of scriptural
references, the present contribution builds on preliminary observations derived from dialogue with
Jain practitioners and individuals identifying with Jain values. It offers an introductory overview
intended to provide a theoretical framework and textual grounding for the interdisciplinary research
project Distinctive Values and Non-Violent Practices of Jainism and “Jainness” in Southern Europe, conducted
at the University of Turin by the research group SEVA. In particular, in Italy, the work of textual
exegesis and critical evaluation of Jain literature and philosophy has thus far received only limited
scholarly attention. Therefore, the discussion presented here should be regarded as a preliminary step
toward a broader, multidimensional investigation in which the ethnographic dimension occupies a
central place. The exploration of Jain scripture is complemented by the observation and analysis of the
practices of the Jains (both converts and non-converts) in daily life carried out by my colleague, the
anthropologist Sara Roncaglia (Roncaglia 2026).

Among the most noticeable aspects that emerge from interactions and conversations with
individuals who identify themselves as Jains, or who display a strong sensitivity to Jain values, are a
particular care for the spoken word and a tendency toward verbal kindness. A closer look at the
motivations behind the discipline of verbal expression reveals a conception of language as a realm of
ethical responsibility for Jains. Such concern with speech points to an ethical sensibility in which words
are understood as carrying moral and karmic weight, rather than acting simply as neutral instruments
of communication. This orientation is systematically expounded in a number of scriptures addressing
ascetic and lay conduct within the two principal spiritual traditions of Jainism—Svetambara and

Digambara—which will be examined in the next sections.

in parentheses after the full title at their first occurrence in the body of the article and in square brackets within the bibliog-
raphy.

? The term moksa in Jainism indicates the liberation of the soul (jiva) from the cycle of birth and death (samsara) attained after
omniscience (kevala-jfiana) and the disentanglement from karmic matter.
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2. Ahimsa and words

In Jainism, ahimsa, with its profound philosophical and ethical implications, articulates a
comprehensive behavioural orientation encompassing thought, speech, and action. Non-violence
serves as the foundational value that underpins the entirety of both ethical conduct and spiritual
development, and its enactment is crucial for the pursuit of moksa.

While the principle of ahimsa is not exclusive to Jainism, it is within the Jain context that it
becomes fully integrated into the very core of the spiritual practice and acquires a radical and all-

encompassing character. Padmanabh S. Jaini has emphasised that no other Indian tradition

has carried it to the extreme as the Jainas. For them it is not simply the first among virtues but the
virtue; all other restraints are merely elaborations of this central one (Jaini 1979: 167).

Causing harm to or hurting others is regarded as, in effect, injuring oneself, as it binds karma,
considered in Jainism as a subtle matter which adheres to the soul (jiva) and ultimately hinders its
progress toward liberation. This conception closely aligns with the principle of the interconnectedness
of all living beings (parasparopagraho jivanam, Tattvarthasitra, TS 5.21; Tatia 1994: 131) that provides the
metaphysical foundation of non-violence.

As Dundas observes, although the term ahimsa—which likely originally meant ‘non-intention to
kill'—etymologically carries an inherent negative sense and a passive connotation understood as ‘non-
presence’ of violence, in the Jain context it instead assumes a profoundly positive and constructive
significance. Rather than functioning merely as a moral injunction, ahimsa articulates a disposition
embedded in ascetic praxis, orienting the practitioner toward peace, benevolence, and non-
attachment (Dundas 1993: 136).

It is well established that non-violence is not confined to a non-active stance but operates indeed
as a disciplined principle shaping the full range of human agency. Its understanding requires a
comprehensive approach, not limited to the interpretation of the avoidance of physical harm, to
emphasise the cultivation of a transformative attitude.

Ahimsa— ‘the highest dharma’ (ahimsa paramo dharmah), not only in the Jain outlook’—has to be
enacted through restraint of body, speech, and mind. In Jain sources, speech (vac) is explicitly classified

as a form of action (yoga) alongside bodily and mental activity (TS 1.1; 7.1; Tatia 1994: 169). As such, it

* The motto ahimsa paramo dharmah, that is considered expressing the quintessence of Jainism, is in fact found in the Mahabharata
(1,11.12; 111,198.67-69; XII1,116.1; XIII, 116.25; XII1,117.37). It recurs in several Purdnas and is also quoted in other Hindu
scriptures.

23



Erika Caranti - Verbalising ahimsa: Jain scriptural perspectives on the ethics of speech

functions as a direct cause of karmic influx and accumulation. Positioned between thought and action,
speech generally serves as a bridge connecting inner intentions and external attitude; as the outward
articulation of mental activity, it is therefore fully integrated into action and moral responsibility from
the Jain point of view, and it is necessarily subject to the overarching principle of ahimsa.

Vdcika-ahimsa thus represents a concrete application of non-violence within the domain of
communication: it goes well beyond refraining from harmful speech; it embodies an entire way of
being, a path of living that aligns the spoken word with the highest principle of truth (satya),
compassion (daya, anukampa, karuna), and respect for life.

The word, which is articulated into language, has great import and potential in its dual dimension:
once it crosses the realm of the mind, it stops being confined to the individual sphere and enters the
social dimension. It is a complex and multifaceted concept involving personal and individual ethics
combined with collective responsibility. Language operates as a powerful medium through which harm
may be enacted and perpetrated, ideas shaped, identities informed, and values fostered and reinforced;
mindful use of speech is therefore necessary to link actions to spiritual goals. To ensure that speech
contributes to liberation rather than influx of karma (asrava), Jainism developed a systematic discipline
of restraint and vigilance consisting of vows and regulations. In their essence and intent, these
observances are the same for ascetics (Sramana) and householders (sravaka), yet they differ in rigor and
mode of practice: for mendicants they are called s ‘great vows’ (mahavrata) and are embraced in a
radical and uncompromising form, whereas for lay practitioners they take the shape of ‘lesser vows’
(anuvrata) that are observed gradually and adapted to the conditions of everyday life. Complementing
these vows for monks are the three ‘protections’ (gupti) and the five ‘careful actions’(samiti). The former
consists of the restraints of mind, body, and speech, which safeguard the practitioner from negligence
(pramada) and from the activities that generate karmic bondage (bandha); the latter function as
practical mechanisms for governing intention, expression, and action. Vag-gupti represents the
restraint of speech and entails speaking only when necessary and, accordingly, maintaining silence
(mauna) when required. Among the samitis, bhasa-samiti consists in care and regulation in speech: when
speaking is needed, it should be non-violent, truthful and gentle. Guptis and samitis operate on distinct
levels, respectively in limiting and regulating language in two modalities of self-control, leading, on
the one hand, to withdrawal from and cessation of the activity responsible for karmic accumulation,
and, on the other hand, to the careful engagement in an unavoidable action.

The inclusion of the dimension of language in vows, restraints, and regulation reveals how the

dimension of speech is a fundamental component of the Right Conduct (samyakcaritra) that, with the
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Right Faith (samyakdarsana) and Right Knowledge (samyajfiana), constitutes the threefold path toward
liberation.

The two great spiritual traditions of Jainism, Svetambara and Digambara, share foundational
doctrinal views regarding the ethical significance of speech: language has to be guided by mindfulness,
compassion, responsibility, and moderation, aligning individual discipline with the broader
commitment to non-violence and the spiritual progress of all living beings. They differ, however, in
their monastic orientations, especially in the disciplinary practices. Although both sects emphasise
speech as a crucial instrument for cultivating non-violence, truthfulness, spiritual discipline, and for
minimising the karmic binding to the soul, Digambara ascetic conduct is generally considered to
observe a more rigorous and restrictive approach to speech and silence compared to Svetambara
practice.

Moreover, different are the conceptions on the ‘divine speech’ in the sense of the transmission of
the eternal truth by the omniscient Jina, who as a srutakevalin, or ‘knower of the complete scriptures’,
promulgates the true, beneficial and no-one sided teachings (Jain 2025: 5). Both Digambaras and
Svetambaras agrees on a ‘divine sound’ (divyadhvani) emanating from the body of the tirtharikara when
he is preaching but diverge on the notion of the nature of such speech. The former believe it is a
miraculous language audible and intelligible for the main disciples (ganadhara)who possess spiritual
insights and purity to translate it into the siitras forming the scriptures. Svetambaras, on the other
hand, hold that the Jina communicates in ordinary human language that is ‘divine’ as it is universal,
beneficial, and accessible to all humans and sentient creatures (Jaini 1979: 42). Bronkhorst—who has
illustrated the unique interpretations of Digambara authors on the modes of Jina’s preaching—
highlighted how scholars such Jaini and Dundas maintain different positions on divyadhvani, claiming
respectively that it is monotone and it assumes various forms, including linguistic expression
(Bronkhorst 2015: 2).

Coming back to the ethical dimension of speech, the different spiritual traditions of Jainism
underscore the character of truthfulness that language should possess. Starting from the shared belief
that speech as yoga produces karma and that words are a mode of matter (pudgala-paryaya), language

cannot convey the highest truth, which is the prerogative of the omniscient (kevalin), just as language

* The adjective ‘divine’ acquires a peculiar character in the context of Jainism, according to which there is no supreme god, a
creator or interventionist deity neither a revelatory authority. The divine status is understood as ‘supreme soul’ (paramatman),
the liberated perfect (siddha) soul that dwell in a potential state in all jivas. The term ‘god’ is used to designate arhat and worthy
veneration. However, deities do exist and they are conceived as heavenly beings, gods (deva) and goddesses (devi), but subject
to suffering and impermanence. Under the influence of bhakti movements, figures of divinities, known as sasana-devata,
emerged as guardian spirits of the tirtharikara and as protectors of their teachings.
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employed by human beings mirrors their limited perception of reality; therefore, it has to be regulated
in order to minimise violence.

The relevance of the inextricable link between speech and the value of truth (satya)—one of the
five fundamental vows (vrata) for all Jains, evident in verbal interactions with practitioners—and its
subordination to the cornerstone of ahimsa will be illustrated in the following sections through
reference to selected passages from the principal scriptures of both the Svetambara and Digambara

traditions.

3. Right speech and satya

The act of speech occupies a central place in moral and philosophical discourse within Dharmic
traditions, which have developed distinct reflections on language (bhasa) grounded in their distinctive
metaphysical and epistemological perspectives. Furthermore, even beyond the Indic context, across
different spiritual and religious milieus, the regulation of speech has been closely tied to questions of
truth, responsibility, and harm.

Jainism has conceptualised speech along two fundamental lines: firstly, ontologically, as a
substance, in terms of its relation with matter; secondly, in an ethical dimension, in its expressive or
communicative function that has to be aligned with the Right Conduct. In this regard, Jain thought
addresses this concern through a distinctive and rigorous formulation of the concept of satya (truth,
truthfulness), one of the pillars that structure Jain ethical life.” Satya indeed has to be placed within a
broader framework of non-violence, intentionality, and restraint, both in the conduct of the ascetic
and householders. Similarly to ahimsa, it has been determined by negation, as the opposite of lying or
‘non-speaking’ truth (Fliigel 2010: 166), asatya.® In the TS, the first text presenting a systematic
exposition of Jain philosophy accepted by both the Svetambara and Digambara traditions, truth is

indeed defined in the following terms:

> The five main vows (vrata) or restraints regulating Jain moral conduct are: ahimsa (non-violence), satya (truthfulness), asteya
(taking only what is given, non-stealing), brahmacarya (sexual restraint, chastity), and aparigraha (non-possession). These prin-
ciples, embraced to varying degrees by monks and householders, take the shape of five mahavratas and anuvratas (see para-
graph 2). The practice of these principles is supported by and elaborated through the observance of the five ‘supplementary
vows’ (gunavrata) which, by limiting the area of action of an individual, minimise harm. Finally, the four ‘disciplinary
vows’($iksa-vrata) further strengthen spiritual discipline sustaining regular ritual activities for lay followers (Jaini 1979: 234-
259; Dundas 1992: 189-192).

¢ Fliigel (2010: 166) pinpoints that “the principle of truthful speech is treated in terms of its characteristic violations, aticara.

[..].”
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To speak what is not true is falsehood (TS 7.9; Tatia 1994: 174).

This verse is generally glossed as stating that untruthfulness (asatya) is speaking falsely out of
negligence, inaccuracy or lack of care (pramada) and out of passions (kasaya).

As already noted above, the essential link between truth and speech is articulated in different
ways from various perspectives in Jain canonical and extra-canonical literature belonging to the two
main religious orientations. In Jain literature dealing with ascetic discipline, there are extensive and
precise elaborations regarding the truthful use of speech. Only omniscient beings (kevalin) can claim
access to absolute truth and perfect knowledge expressed in the jinavani (speech of the Jina), whereas
ordinary human speech is based on partial knowledge. In other words, any affirmation or judgement
is relative and conditional, as partial and limited is human knowledge and the experience of truth. On
a philosophical and epistemological level, this is mirrored in the anekantavada, the doctrine of non-one-
sidedness, and syadvada, the system of conditional truth or qualified assertion. By using the linguistic
tool of syat ‘maybe,’ Jains adhere to a careful use of speech expressing a truth which is valid only from
a certain viewpoint (naya) in order to avoid claiming total knowledge, with respect to the many-
pointedness of reality. Such an accurate and mindful use of speech should be known and adhered to in
the first place by ascetics. It is important to remember that in Jainism, monks and nuns are regarded
as models of exemplary ethical and religious conduct. Mendicants embody a concrete, lived orientation
toward the ultimate spiritual goal of moksa, thereby functioning as authoritative sources of inspiration
and moral guidance for the laity. While such ideals are not fully attainable within the constraints of
domestic life, sravakas are nonetheless encouraged to emulate the ethical principles exemplified by
monastic practice, adapting them to the conditions and responsibilities of an ordinary household
existence.

It therefore comes as no surprise that a proportionally greater number of texts were intended for
mendicants rather than lay followers; nevertheless, as discussed above, householders were likewise
acquainted with principles expounded in these works, in light of the paradigmatic significance
attributed to ascetic conduct.

Jain scriptures regard truthfulness as one of the highest virtues. Considering the conceptual
complexity and ethical implications of the notion of satya, a comprehensive appraisal or analysis of the
articulation of this principle in relation to speech within the Jain context lies beyond the scope of the
present article, which is intended as a general introduction complementary to the ethnographic

approach adopted in the research project outlined above.
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4. Reading Jainism: scriptures as an expression of a worldview and ethics

In Jainism, scriptures function as articulations of a distinctive worldview, embodying the tradition’s
understanding of reality, metaphysics, ethics, and knowledge. It is important to recall here that the
term ‘canon’ denotes a corpus of texts regarded as authentic, authoritative, and doctrinally normative
within a religious tradition. Jainism does not exhibit a uniform stance toward its scriptures; moreover,
the concepts of ‘written text’ and ‘canon’ demand careful consideration. So-defined Jain canonical texts
accord great importance to truthful speech, an integral part of samyakcaritra, which is discussed at
length in multiple passages, where it is predominantly framed in terms of aticara, transgression and
infraction of a vow. Expiations vary according to the intentionality of the action committed: the karmic
import of the deed largely depends on the ‘intention,” ‘disposition,” or ‘mental attitude’ (bhava)
underlying it. For an ascetic, the prescribed bhava should be the detachment from passions, desires,
and emotions. For the laity as well, intention ultimately matters more than the practical or verbal
action: acting with awareness or negligence, passion or equanimity makes a difference in the karmic
weight of human agency.

The realm of language conforms to this logic, which is exemplified and explained in some of the

key textual sources taken into consideration in this article.

4.1. Vacika-ahimsa in Svetambara literature

4.1.1. Acarangasttra

The Acarangasitra (‘Aphorisms on conduct,” AS)—regarded as one of the earliest extant Jain texts (the
most ancient core dates to the 5th-4th century BCE)—stands out for its antiquity and its position as the
first anga, the canonical texts recognised by Svetambara.” It is considered one of the most authoritative
sources within the Jain tradition as it is believed to transmit teachings attributed directly to Mahavira.
Subsequent treatises on ethics, monastic discipline, and conduct quote and rearticulate its content,
referring to it as a primary text. As already noted, interpretative approaches to the scriptures differ
among sects and monastic lineages. Within the Svetambara tradition, some communities adhered
closely to the Acaranga’s ideal of radical austerity, while others relied more on later ascetic codes and
commentarial literature to reinterpret its demands in the context of novel monastic institutions.
Although Digambaras do not recognise the Acarangasiitra as part of their canon, they nevertheless

engaged deeply with its themes through their own textual traditions. Despite sectarian divergences,

7 In Jainism the term arga (literally ‘limb’) is used for the twelve texts that form the corpus of the Agamas.
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the Acarangasitra’s elaboration of rigorous renunciation continued to represent a normative reference
for Jain monastic practice. The text, focused on the detailed articulation of ascetic conduct (acara),
underscores how the path of spiritual growth is grounded in strict discipline over thought, word, and
deed. In order to implement ahimsa in this threefold activity in the respective domains, strict rules and
precise instructions are provided to ensure that movement, speech, and actions (such as eating and
attitudes toward material possessions) minimise harm and enact non-violence in the most embodied
manner. Core values of ahimsa, non-attachment (aparigraha), and truthfulness (satya) go beyond
regulating external behaviour: they indeed extend to inner qualities such as attentiveness, restraint,
vigilance, and careful awareness as indispensable conditions for liberation. Through the close
alignment of doctrine, disciplined action, and inner disposition, the Acarangasiitra emerges as both a
guide for monastic life and a foundation for Jain ethical thought. The first chapter of the second book
(AS 2, 4.1;Jacobi 1989: 149-156) opens by stressing the importance of judgment for ascetics, where such
a skill refers to a careful and thoughtful evaluation of the impact of spoken words and their
consequences according to mindful consideration. The text prescribes abstaining from six types of
harmful speech, namely: speech motivated by anger, speech inspired by pride, aimed at deception, gain
or greed, and harsh language used knowingly or unknowingly (i.e., regardless of one’s awareness of the
other person’s shortcomings).

The fourth chapter of the same book, as its title Bhasajaya suggests, is entirely devoted to the
modes of speech: it elaborates in detail a classification of four kinds of speech (vdc), and provides
meticulous guidelines on the use of language. Mendicants should never use speech expressing absolute
certainty about the present, the past, and the future. Specifically, positive assertions that commit the
speaker to the truth of a proposition have to arise from the right knowledge of a state of affairs, a
relation, or a quality. Disciplined monks in exercising control over language should recognise the
content of words when praise-oriented, blameful, expressing praise mixed with blame, and blame
mixed with praise. This discernment should also be reflected in the form, through a precise and
accurate use of the grammar: number, gender, persons, and tenses. Confused and doubtful statements,
unsupported claims, assumptions based on rumours, unverified words, and ungrammatical and
incorrect sentences have to be avoided.

Furthermore, monks and nuns should be aware of the existence of four kinds of vac: truth (satya),
untruth (mrsa), truth mixed with untruth (satya-mrsa), and neither truth nor untruth (asatya-amrsa).
The first three categories pertain to assertions, while the fourth refers to injunctions. It is important
here to highlight how these two orders of statements differ in their functions, context of use, and

purpose: assertions appear knowledge-oriented, they are generally in declarative form and belong to
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the epistemic domain, whereas injunctions are action-oriented and therefore are more prescriptive in
scope and related to the ethical and normative sphere.

The text emphasises the importance for ascetics to know that speech occurs under different
conditions: in its state of non-existence—before its utterance—while it is uttered and apprehended—
in its articulation, when it is speech ‘proper’—and at the moment after its utterance (where again it is
in a state of ‘non-existence’). It is a clear reference to the fact that in Jainism, the word is considered as
matter (pudgala) and as such is subject to continuous modifications: as made clear in the following
aphorisms, ‘speech’ particles are insentient and endowed with qualities such as colour, smell, taste,
and touch (AS 4,1.4; Jacobi 1989: 150). The connection with matter motivates the karmic import of
words.

The text enumerates in detail the kinds of speech that, despite expressing truth, a sramana, upon

careful reflection, should refrain from using:

sinful, rough (distress-causing) stinging, coarse, hard, leading to sins, to discord and factions, to
grief and outrage, to destruction of living beings (AS 2, 4.1.6; Jacobi 1989a: 151).

This description, therefore, includes speech that, despite conveying factual evidence, is provocative,
reprimanding, disturbing, and above all, violent. The same chapter, in the second lesson, meticulously
elaborates on the features of benevolent and prudent use of language that mendicants should adhere
to, explaining correct modes of address. Also, language which is derogatory and hurtful towards others,
supporting violence, and referring to violent activities and actions is proscribed.

A further linguistic code of conduct applies to descriptions of the five sensory experiences,

according to which the ascetic should speak impartially, free from attachment and aversion.

4.1.2. Uttaradhyayanasitra

The Uttaradhyayanasitra (‘Aphorisms of later chapters,” US)—the first Malasiitra (‘Root aphorisms’) of
the dgama of the $vetambara—in the first of the thirty-six chapters on monastic conduct, outlines
prescriptive norms on speech use. The first chapter, devoted to discipline, addresses truthful speech
through a set of ethical directives that explicitly prohibit untruth while emphasising fundamental
guidelines: refraining from unnecessary speech; adhering to truthfulness when responding; and
exercising emotional restraint by maintaining evenness of mind and equanimity in both pleasant and
unpleasant circumstances, without allowing anger to govern speech (US 1, 1. 24-25; Jacobi 1989b: 4-5).

Furthermore, the scheme of the four ‘species’ of speech is referenced and accompanied by the
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enumeration of the samiti and elucidation of the gupti regulating speech, which mirror the fourfold

division of the types of language (US 24, 22; Jacobi 1989b: 4).

4.1.3. Sutrakrtanga

The Sutrakrtanga (‘Aphorisms relating to heretical views,” SK)—the second of the twelve arnga, among
the oldest texts forming the Svetambara canon—discusses the practice of silence (mauna) in connection
with the observance of other austerities as a necessary means for attaining liberation (SK 1,14.17; Jacobi
1989b: 3). Those who have attained omniscience bear the duty of expounding the dharma and the
doctrine of syadvada: in pursing this task, they must speak without pride or desire for fame, employing
only the two permitted forms of speech while bearing in mind to observe conciseness, following careful
reflection, and never revealing secrets (SK 1, 9.25; Jacobi 1989b: 304). The explicit reference to syadvada,
the doctrine of qualified assertion, makes clear the practical application of the metaphysical and
semantic doctrine of anekantavada on a linguistic and communicative level. By introducing each
statement with the particle syat, Jains assert the relativity of every viewpoint, respecting the
multiplicity and complexity of reality that cannot be grasped by humans in its totality. This is a
pragmatic response, which, besides affirmation and negation, involves the category of inexpressibility

in an attempt to overcome the limitations of human language.

4.1.4. Kalpastitra

The Kalpasitra (‘Aphorisms on monastic ritual,” KS)—which provides a rich biography of Mahavira,

including its earliest stratum—highlights the Jina’s perfect mastery over speech and portrays him as

circumspect in his speaking [...], circumspect in his thoughts, circumspect in his acts; guarding his
thoughts, guarding his words, guarding his acts (KS 1, 118; Jacobi 1989a: 260).

In the section entitled Samacari—devoted to the monastic conduct during Pariyusanda—the most
important period of religious observance during the four months of the rainy season (caturmasa)—
control and restraint of speech are embedded in the detailed regulations of the ‘supreme conduct’ to

be followed with particular attention by mendicants during the above-mentioned occasion. If a Sramana
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violates the prescription of using proper language by uttering ‘harsh words,” he should be banished
from the ascetic community (KS 58).°
Once more, non-violence emerges as the primary ethical criterion, to which truth is subordinated

and through which it is ethically mediated and tempered by kindness and compassion.

4.1.5. Dasavaikalikastitra

One of the four Milasiitra, together with the US, the Dasavaikalikasitra (‘Ten evening aphorisms,” DVS),
is a key source for the study of Jain ascetics, particularly in the Svetambara tradition. The text, which
is in the form of a compendium of basic teachings imparted by the monk Sreyambhava to his son,
dedicates an entire chapter titled Suvaksuddhi (Suvakkasuddhi in Prakrit, ‘Purity of speech’) to the
discipline of verbal expression.

Several passages of the AS parallel those of the DVS, which features more extensive elaborations
of the topic of vacika-ahimsa. After identifying the conventional four main categories of speech and
their features, the text provides prescriptions about the use of mindful, thoughtful, considerate,
precise, and non-arbitrary speech (Suddhabhasa, lit. ‘pure language’). This results in a precise use of
grammar, aiding in the avoidance of violent and provocative language. Only true speech (satya) and
the ‘neither true nor untrue’ speech (amrsa) should be practised by monks. However, it is made clear
and reiterated that even true speech has to be avoided if it is harsh and likely to hurt others’ feelings.

Proper monastic conduct requires a mendicant not to address men or women through kinship
terms, but through their individual and family names. When referring to inanimate entities as well,
objects, or things, a monk should refrain from employing terminology that emphasises their utility or
potential for exploitation, including praise of their appearance or desirable qualities, as such language
may encourage violence or material gain. Instead, they should be described in a neutral, indirect, and
value-free manner.

It has been pointed out that some of the statements found in the DVS are reminiscent of passages
found in the Mahabharata (Lal 1939: 165). The Hindu epic, in fact, includes a formulation of the
fundamental principle according to which ahimsa supersedes truth, asserting that a harmful truth has

to remain unspoken. This principle is expounded through a didactic episode narrated by Krsna to

# “During the Paggusan monks or nuns should not use harsh words after the commencement of the Paggusan: if they do, they

should be warned [...]. One who (nevertheless) uses harsh words after the commencement of Paggusan, should be excluded
from the community” (Jacobi 1989a: 58).

32



Kervan - International Journal of Afro-Asiatic Studies 30/Special Issue on Jain Studies (2026)

Arjuna.’ The same narrative is also reported in the Jain tradition by Hemacandra, in the Yogasastra (YS
2, 62; Quarnstrdm 2002: 41). Sage Kausika, committed to absolute truthfulness, saw innocent people
fleeing from thugs and robbers while he was meditating in a forest. When the robbers later asked him
where those people had gone, he truthfully revealed their direction. As a result, the robbers caught
and killed innocent people, showing the consequences of truth spoken without considering its harmful
effects. The ancient treatise Manavadharmasastra or Manusmrti (5"-3" century CE), stresses the same
concept by stating that the truth should not be disclosed if it could result in fatal outcomes
(Manavadharmasastra, MDS 8.104; Olivelle 2005: 172.). Furthermore, truthfulness is celebrated as the

essence of the law of Manu, the promulgator of dharma (MDS 10.63; Olivelle 2005: 211).

4.1.6. The Upasakadasah

The Updasakadasah or Uvasagadasao (‘Ten chapters on lay attenders,” UD) represents one of the main texts
of Svetambara canonical literature, being traditionally classified as the seventh ariga. The text, as its
title suggests, is devoted to a systematic exposition of the practices, vows, and ethical norms that shape
the ideal spiritual discipline of a Jain lay devotee (upasaka), which mirrors the principles of ascetic life.
Particular attention is devoted to the ‘minor vows, which constitute the foundation of exemplary
householder conduct. These vows are examined through the lives of exemplary lay devotees whose
behaviour embodies core Jain virtues such as truthfulness, non-violence, and self-restraint.

The observance of the vow of satya is conventionally articulated through the identification of its
transgressions. In particular, forms of speech that are deceptive, false, irresponsible, or harmful—
whether involving the distortion of facts or the misuse of truth in ways that cause injury or undermine
trust and confidentiality—are regarded as manifestations of carelessness and violence (Bhargava1968:
117).

In the UD, such main violations, identified as five in number, are described as follows:

false accusation made under the influence of passion, false accusations made under cover of
secrecy, betrayal of confidences of one’s wife, communication of false information, and falsification
of documents (UD 2, 46; Hoernle1890: 23).

As this passage further illustrates, a strong relation is established and made clear between language

and the main vow of satya. Indeed, it advises for a discursive non-violence which carefully avoids the

° Mahdbhdrata 111, 109.4; VIII, 69, 46-52.

33



Erika Caranti - Verbalising ahimsa: Jain scriptural perspectives on the ethics of speech

misuse of speech and everything that falls in the category of harmful or unethical communication. The
main ethical issue concerns not the linguistic form, but the passions that motivate and shape its use.
The moral quality of an action depends ultimately on intention: violence lies in harmful intent, since

motivation and inner disposition form the core of all actions.

4.1.7. Yogasastra

Transgressions or infractions of the minor vow of truthfulness are also discussed by Hemacandra—the
eminent acarya and eclectic scholar—in the third chapter of the Yogasastra, a twelfth-century treatise
that constitutes a comprehensive exposition of Jain doctrine structured around the framework of the
Three Jewels (ratnatraya) of Jain dharma. Particular attention is devoted to the proper conduct of lay
disciples. Echoing the exposition found in the UD, the violations associated with the anuvrata of
truthfulness include the propagation of false claims and misinformation, defamatory speech, the
disclosure of others’ secrets, the betrayal of confidential trust, and the forgery of documents (YS 3,91;
Quarnstrém 2002: 64).

In the second chapter of the YS, Hemacandra further identifies five major forms of ‘gross
falsehood’ that should never be uttered. These consist of false and deceptive statements (alika)
concerning a girl (kanya), a cow (go), and land (bhiimi), which are understood symbolically as
representing the broader categories of human beings, animals, and inanimate objects, respectively (YS

2.54; Quarnstrom 2002: 40).

4.2. Vacika-ahimsa in Digambara literature

4.2.1. Purusarthasiddhyupaya

Among the most important Digambara Jain philosophical treatises, the Purusarthasiddhyupdya (PSU)
announces through its very title to expound the ‘means’ (updya) leading to the attainment (siddhi) of
the ultimate human goal (artha). The text is primarily devoted to ahimsa, with particular attention to
its conceptual formulation and normative observance in the context of lay practice, where it is
undertaken as an anuvrata.

In relation to the importance of proper speech, the text makes a significant contribution through
its systematic classification of falsehood (asatya). Falsehood is defined as the utterance of an erroneous
statement brought about by pramada-yoga, to be intended as a careless activity of body, mind, and
speech (PSU 91). Four types of falsehood can be distinguished in relation to:

o the negation of the existence of a specific thing or substance;
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e the assertion of the non-existence of a thing in reference to its position, time, and nature;
e misrepresentation of a thing;

e reprehensible speech.

The last category includes garhita-vac, defamatory language, savadya-vdc, violent speech that induces
activities such as cutting, piercing, beating, which bring about the destruction of life, and, finally,
apriya, understood as speech that generates negative affective states or conflicts, including uneasiness,

fear, pain, hostility, grief, quarrels, or anguish (PSU 92-98; Prasada 1933: 45-47).

4.2.2. Ratnakarandasravakacara

The Ratnakarandasravakacara (‘The jewel-casket of householder’s conduct, RS) by dcarya
Samantabhadra (c. 2™ century CE) holds a central place in Digambara Jain literature as a guide on
ethical conduct for householders. The text situates the life of the sravaka between daily domestic life
and the ascetic pursuit of liberation and illustrates how Right Speech is an integral and essential part
of the Right Conduct by outlining the twelve vows for laypeople: five ‘minor’ (anuvrata), three
‘enhancing’ (gunavrata), and four ‘disciplinary’ (siksa-vrata). The treatise also foregrounds the practice
of embracing a voluntary peaceful death (sallekhana) as the culmination of ascetic discipline to be
envisaged by both lay devotees and mendicants. Finally, the eleven progressive stages of renunciation
(pratima) for the spiritual development of the Jain householder are presented.

With specific reference to speech, the RS explicitly prescribes to abstain from speaking falsehood
as well as truth, causing pain to others. Transgressions to the satya-vrata are also considered the
dissemination of false teachings, disclosing secrets, forgery, and fraud (RS 56; 81; Bollée 2012: 54; 85.).

The text—which belongs to the carananuyoga genre focused on conduct and ethics—mentions
names of moral exemplars and counter-exemplars to illustrate virtuous behaviour. These figures—
simply listed in the RS—later became the subjects of didactic narratives and commentaries depicting
the observance and violation of vows. In this regard, as far as the dimension of truthful speech is
concerned, the character of Dhanadeva is invoked as a model of householder discipline, illustrating
that ethical integrity and faithful observance of vows are possible even within worldly life. Dhanadeva
was a poor merchant who agreed with another trader named Jinadeva to share their business profits
equally. The agreement had no witnesses, and when a dispute arose, the two merchants were
summoned before the king. While Jinadeva chose to lie, Dhanadeva spoke the truth, and, in recognition

of his honesty, he was awarded the entire wealth.
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In contrast, the figure of Satyaghosa—an epithet that emblematically means ‘one who proclaims
truth’—is mentioned as a negative exemplar, symbol of hypocrisy, since his conduct stands in
contradiction to his words. He was a priest of the royal family in Sirhhapur, and his actual name was
Sribhiiti. Despite engaging in deceitful practices, he was known by the name Satyaghosa and was
believed to be trustworthy. For this reason, people entrusted him with valuables, which he repeatedly
appropriated for his own use. Even when a merchant entrusted him with some jewels before embarking
on a sea voyage, Sribhiiti refused to return them upon the man’s arrival. In later commentaries and
Jain katha literature, Satyaghosa’s story is presented as a cautionary example that verbal commitment
to truth, when unsupported by Right Conduct, leads to karmic bondage."

The RS, like other texts of carananuyoga literature, plays a pivotal role in providing an ethical
framework and practical guidance for householders, making accessible philosophical principles and

ascetic ideals to cultivate spiritual progress.

4.3. Tattvarthasutra: a shared ethics of verbal non-violence

In conclusion to this brief survey of selected scriptures of the two principal Jain traditions, it is
instructive to consider how the theme of vacika-ahimsa is addressed in the Tattvarthasitra (‘Aphorisms
on the fundamentals of reality’), a text recognised as authoritative by both Digambaras and
Svetambaras and widely accepted across other Jain schools as well.

Written around the 4™ century CE in Sanskrit and attributed to Umasvati, the TS establishes an
essential connection between speech and truth. As already hinted at the beginning of this article, the
text stresses the foundational principle that to speak what is not true constitutes falsehood (TS 7.9;
Tatia 1994: 174).

Control in speech (vangupti = vag-gupti) is indicated as one of the five supporting practices for
stabilising the vow of ahimsa (TS 7.4; Tatia 1994: 170). In the following siitra, ‘thoughtful speech’ is
recommended as an abstention from falsehood, which results from exercising discrimination and
speaking in conformity with doctrinal teachings (TS 7.5; Tatia 1990:174).

Doctrinal misinterpretation (mythopadesa), revealing confidential speech (rahobyakhyana), and
disclosing others’ intentions (sakaramantrabheda) are considered not only violations of the vow of truth
but, as they entail harmful words, they transgress the fundamental value of non-violence as well (TS

7.26; Tatia 1994: 180). Furthermore, absolutistic claims become a form of violence (himsa) in terms of

1°0n the story of Dhanadeva see Bollée (2012: 63-66); on Satyaghosa see Bollée (2012: 7-82) and Handiqui (1949: 423-424).
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cognitive violence, as rejecting the validity of other standpoints entails denying the complexity and
plurality of reality. Although not explicitly stated in the text, it may be inferred that anekantavada,
therefore, operates as a normative framework for truthful speech.

Inappropriate or indiscreet speech (vagduspranidhana) is considered against the disciplinary vow
of equanimity (samdyika) (TS 7.33; Tatia 1994: 181). Vag-gupti is defined as an essential component of
self-restraint that aligns the threefold activity (yoga) that prevents new karmic influx (TS 9.4; Tatia
1994: 220). According to some commentaries,11controlling speech requires covering the mouth during
verbal exchanges: a practical and external manifestation of an inner disposition, it functions as a
normative reminder of self-discipline in verbal expression. At the same time, the bhasa samiti, the
careful action of correct speaking, is introduced, reiterating the crucial importance of the use of
restrained, unambiguous, non-harmful, and meaningful language (TS 9.5; Tatia 1994: 220).

The TS is generally regarded as an epitome of the ‘Jain worldview’ (Long 2023: 65) as it exhibits a
unifying philosophical tendency, despite differences existing between Svetambara and Digambara
commentarial traditions. The cornerstone of ahimsa is established in metaphysical terms, in its
connection with the mechanism of karma and, subsequently, in an ethical perspective. Since all conduct
and existence are grounded in the principle of non-violence, speech that needs to be rooted in satya is
a form of moral action. Truthful speech, sustained by conscious self-effort and pure intention,
constitutes a practical instrument of ahimsa, becoming both an individual discipline, a practice and a

collective shared responsibility.

5. Conclusions

This brief overview of the major works addressing the theme of language within the Svetambara and
Digambara traditions underscores the pivotal role of verbal expression, whose significance extends
across philosophical, moral, and ritual dimensions. The Jains accord considerable relevance to the
sphere of word and speech, even in its ‘divine’ and non-discursive dimension. Significantly, Jainism is,
first of all, a “listening tradition” (Jain 2025: 5) and followers of Jainism are referred to as ‘listeners’
(Sravaka). The entire tradition relies on oral transmission of teachings promulgated by the tirtharnkaras
and handed down by their disciples until concerns arose regarding the necessity of providing a written

form to crystallise and preserve such truths.

1 See the Svetambara commentaries Svopajfia Bhasya and Svopajfia Bhasya Tika (Tatia 1994: 220).
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Speech in Jainism acquires a further dimension exhibiting significant affinities with pragmatics
(Fliigel 2010) and general semantics (Farrell 1959) in its attention on the social function of language
and in its recognition as a symbolic activity, translation of the human experience (Farrell 1959: 43;
Langer 1942). The scriptures suggest that the conception of speech as a substance does not contradict
the awareness of the abstract nature of language and acknowledge the existence of verbal limitations.
Within this framework, linguistically mediated interactions are related to context-sensitive norms that
provide communicative resources and discourse strategies in view of the primary goal of ahimsa.

In Jain textual sources, truthful speech is strongly emphasised as a core ethical principle,
profoundly rooted in the overarching value of ahimsa. Truth emerges as a fundamental ethical
prescription, yet is never regarded as absolute. It is instead considered with reference to context,
intentions, and its likely consequences. Across the major canonical and normative texts for both
ascetics and householders, a nuanced position emerges: truth must always serve non-violence and be
regulated by restraint, intention, and spiritual benefit. Accordingly, satya must be understood as
context-dependent, reflecting epistemological non-absolutism articulated in the doctrines of
anekantavada and syadvada, which posit reality as inherently complex, multifaceted, and accessible only
through partial and conditional perspectives. Numerous sources stress that the evaluation of
intentionality is prioritised over considerations of factual accuracy.

While monastic disciplinary sources emphasise verbal control and often privilege silence over
speech that may cause harm, lay ethical texts adapt the vow of truthfulness to social life, allowing for
contextual judgment when uttering actual truth would result in violence or moral injury. In this
context, truthful speech is understood as ethically effective communication that supports spiritual
advancement and avoids reinforcing passion, delusion, or suffering, aligning verbal conduct with the
ultimate goal of moksa. At the same time, silence, as an extreme instrument of verbal non-violence,
becomes a powerful form of significance, a kind of “spiritual shared language” (Leone 2013: 56).
Whereas ascetics may choose silence as the highest form of restraint, householders are encouraged to
cultivate speech that reflects ethical intention, spiritual awareness, and ongoing self-effort. This
characterisation of speech—as both a karmic agent and a moral expression—demonstrates its central
role in the Jain path toward liberation and offers a valuable lens for broader reflection on the
transformative role of language, a domain in which ethical agency is exercised.

Ultimately, words should reflect the purity of intentions, the quality of ethical disposition, and an
ongoing commitment to self-improvement and spiritual striving. In this way, speech becomes a
tangible manifestation of ahimsa, a principle that emerged clearly in our dialogues with Jain

interlocutors and that continues to shape everyday communicative practices. The analysis presented
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here has sought to demonstrate that, within the Jain tradition, language and speech are conceived as a
privileged arena for the exercise of ethical responsibility, where verbal conduct is evaluated primarily
not simply by its factual accuracy but, more importantly, by its consequences for oneself and others.
Such principles acquire their fullest significance only when considered within the framework of lived
experience. This observation highlights the importance of a multidisciplinary approach that accounts
for how doctrinal ideals are embodied, interpreted, negotiated, and actualised in everyday life. While
textual and philological analyses provide indispensable insights into normative frameworks, attention
to social contexts, personal narratives, and embodied practices reveals how fundamental ethical
principles are continuously actualised by practitioners. A lived religion perspective (Orsi 1997),
therefore, calls for the integration of historical, philological, anthropological, and ethnographic
methodologies, enabling a deeper understanding of the dynamic interplay between doctrine and
practice and of the processes through which religion acquires meaning within concrete human

experience.
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