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There are two different ideas of ahimsz in Indian thought. We may name
them ““Sramanic” and “Vedic”, The former is for instance mentioned by Sasdilya-
Upanisad. 1t means not to cause suffering to any living being at any time either
by mental, vocal or bodily activities. The Jainas, Buddhists and Yogins approve
the idea of ahimsi in this sense. The point is that any intentional act causing harm
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or suffering to any living being is to be named as “#imsa”’. Therefore also ahimsa
as a concept is applied to all living beings.

However, the moral tradition based on the originally Vedic sources is
different. In the Chandogya-Upanisad we find an important Vedic statement
regarding the meaning of ekimsa. He who practises ahimsz towards all creatures,
except at holy places (t#rtha), does not return to this world again.? ““Holy places”
refers here to the place of animal sacrifice. '

Manu says that the himsz prescribed in the Vedas should be construed to
mean ahimsd, because moral duties spring out from the Vedas,® This Vedic conce-
ption of non-violence appears in a clear form also in the Mahzbharata: the violence
done to an evil-doer (asadhu-himsz) for maintaining wordly affairs (loka-yatra) is
ahimsa.* This appears to mean that ‘““violence to an evil-doer” is bracketed into
the concept of ahimsa.

The Vedic conception af akimsz is hence not universal. It means ‘“refrain-
ing from causing harm to a living being in the way not enjoined by the Vedas™.
We can draw the (rather surprising) conclusion that according to the Vedic concept
of ahimsz killing an enemy in a war, executing a criminal or killing an animal in a
sacrifice are indeed all acts of “@himsz”’ provided they are performed according to
the commands of the authorative scriptures. '

Thus there are two different definitions of ahimsz, The term when used
does not simply mean the same in all contexts, There are other differences of
opinion also, The Vedic idea is motivated by social concern, whereas the sramanic
idea refers to an individual motivation.

The Jainas have very laboriously dealt not only with ahimsa but also with
the meaning of himsa. Himsa, to them, means the hurting of life-principles
(prana-vyaparopapa) due to the vassionate activity (pramatta-yoga).5 Another later
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Jain text says that AimsZ is any injury whatsoever to the material (dravya) or
conscious vitalities (bhava-ripa) of life caused through passionate activity (kaszya-
yoga).® Even when thereis injury to life, it cannot be considered kimsz if the
person is not motivated by any kind of passion and carefully follows the code of
right conduct. On the other hand, if one acts out of ignorance motivated by
passions, violence takes place irrespective of whether another being is killed or not,?

Further, some texts treat ahimsZ as “internal purification”. A Jain text
says that the absence of attachment (r3ga) and other passions is ahimsz.® Renunci-
ation of both types of possession, external (bahya) as well as internal (zbhyantara-
aparigraha), is also said to be ahimsa.® These references point out a concept of
ahimsa in which purity of mind is the predominant moral characteristic.

Thus the éramanic or ascetic ahimsa differs from the Vedic concept of
ahimsa. The supporters of the former have ardently opposed the Vedic idea of
ahimsa., The Yoga-Sastra by Hemacandra makes a covert reference to Manusmyti
and some other brahmanic writings as ‘himsa-fastras” (sciences of violence).1®
While referring to Manu and Jaimini, he acidly states that ‘“these dulls, having
given up the dharma based on restraint, morality and compassion meant for the
welfare of the universe have declared even himsi as a duty.}* Itis better tobea
poor materialist (cZrozka) who is an open heretic rather than a demon in disguise
like Jaimini, preaching the Vedas.}?

However, the critics of the Vedic idea of akimsa are not confined to Jainism.
Also within the ““orthodox’ thought there are representatives of the sramanic ideas.
The Samkhya-Karika opposes scriptural means sanctioned by the Mimamsa system
for terminating suffering only temporarily, and not completely either, because it
involves impurity (avifuddhi) in the form of himsa, destruction of moral merit
(ksaya) and surpassability (atifaya) in the result.!® Impurity is ascribed to the
killing of animals as well as the destruction of the living sprouts for purposes of
completing sacrifices such as soma or others.’*

A later but authentic commentator on the Samkhya-Sitra says that the
scriptural means of the M#mamsa are in truth equal to the wordly means because
they are full of sin caused by himsa, and the result is also only a temporary good
(vind$i-phala), and is unequal to that experienced hereafter. The critic adds that
there is no proof of limiting the scope of the general statement na himsyat sarva-
bhitani (not violating all the living beings).16

The above references demonstrate that the peak of criticism of the Vedic
ahimsa is directed against the approval of exceptions to the universal principle.
In this criticism the Jainas, Samkhya, Yoga and the Buddhists appear to take the
same side,
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