THE ESSENCE OF TRUTH AS A UNIVERSAL VIRTUE

(with special reference to Jain texts)

This paper is intended to bring out the significance of ‘truth’ as highlighted by

various religious ethical doctrines.

The Jain ethical code enumerates the following vows for both the ascetics and

the householders:

ASCETICS HOUSE HOLDERS
1. Total Non —violence Partial Non- violence (from two sensed onwards)
2. Truth Truth
3. Non-stealing Non-stealing
4. Celibacy Chastity
5. Non-possession Limited possessions

Major vows or maha vrathams for the ascetics:
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Minor vows or anu vrathams for the house holders:

The following are the verses from a few Tamil texts, insisting on the

ethical code.

‘Panivahamusavae adattaparadaraniyamanehim ca |
Aparimiicchao vi ya anuvvayaim viramanaim I’
-309, Samana Suttam
Meaning:

Abstinence from the following acts namely, injury to living beings, speaking

falsehood, taking away a thing which is not given, sexual enjoyment with than

one’s own wife, and limitless desire for possession, are called minor vows.

‘Himsanrtcauryyebhyo maithunsevaparigrahabhyam ca |
Papapranalikabhyo virati: samsasya caritram Il
-41, Ratna Karanda Shravakacharam
Meaning:

The stopping of the five channels of sin namely, non-violence, falsehood, theft,
inchastity and worldly attachment is the conduct suitable for the one endowed

with the Right Knowledge.
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Yashodara Kaviyam, and Neelakesi two of the five Tamil minor epics also
speak of the five vows.
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‘Sirupanchamoolam’, one of the eighteen texts listed in the ‘Pathinen
Keezhkkanakku’ also enumerates the same order of the morals.
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Jeeva sambodhanai and ldaiyaalak kuravanji also stress on these virtues.
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On comparison, one can very clearly see the last of the ‘Ten Commandments’
in Old Testament, common to all three Abrahamic religions, are similar to those

five vows mentioned above.

. Thou shalt not kill

. Thou shalt not commit adultery

1

2

3. Thou shalt not steal

4. Thou shalt not bear false witness against thy neighbour
5

. Thou shalt not covet

Thus the insistence on the virtue of truth is found in all possible religions,

irrespective of their place of origin.

Apart from these vows, Truth is also included in the list of ten virtues often

referred to as ‘Dasa Dharma’. They are as follows:

1. Uttama Kshama - Supreme Forbearance

2. Uttama Mardavam - Supreme Modesty

3. Uttama Arjavam - Supreme Straight Forwardness
4. Uttama Shauncham - Supreme Contentment

5. Uttama Satyam - Supreme Truthfulness



6. Uttama Samyam - Supreme Self Restraint

7. Uttama Tapas - Supreme Austerity

8. Uttama Tyagam - Supreme Renunciation

9. Utama Akinchayam - Supreme Non - Possession

10.Uttama Brahmacharyam - Supreme Celibacy

In ‘Tirukkural’, the emphasis on truth is highlighted as a virtue to be followed next
to non - killing, in the chapter of ‘Kollaamai’ itself. Jain texts insist on ‘Satya’ or
“Truth’ as an important ethical cose to be followed next to ‘Ahimsa’ or ‘Non-
violence’.

“QRETMTS [HEV6VZI O1HTEOTENLD LOMMI B{H6ST

LssTFTL QLImuuITento hesTm)”

-323, iFampd 33, GlaTevevTMLD, FHHBGHDT
Meaning:

‘Alone, the first of good things is not to slay, the second is no untrue word to say’
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Definition of truth:

“Asadabhidhaanamanrtam”

-14, chapter7, Tattvartha Siitra
Meaning:
Speaking what is not true or commendable is falsehood.
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Meaning:



Desisting from speaking or instigating to speak anything sinful is the second code
of ethics.

‘Sthalamalikam na vadati na paran vadyati satyamapi vipade |
Yatatdwadanti santa: sthulamrsavadvairamanam II’
-44, Ratna Karanda Shravakacharam
Meaning;

Refraining from speaking and from causing others to speak gross falsehood as well

as truth causing affliction to others, is called ‘Satyanuvrata’ by the saints.

Thus ‘Satya’ connotes ‘Unmai’ the truth, together with ‘Vaaimai’ the
commendable speech. To understand the scope of the virtue of truth, it is essential

to know the scope of what is not truth.
There are four types of not commendable falsehood (asatya abhidhana);
and they are as follows:

To speak of non-existent entities
To negate the existence of existents
To speak of an entity contrary to its existence

To speak harsh and injurious words

L o e

To speak of non-existent entities:
To say that one has a flaw in spite of his not having it.
2. To negate the existence of existents:
To say that one has no money to give in spite of having it
3. To speak of an entity in a way contrary to its existence:
To twist the real nature of an entity
4. To speak harsh and injurious words:

To back bite, gossip, mock at and call by names.



Thus one needs to understand the meaning of ‘commendable speech’. It is simply
nothing but a speech which helps in maintaining the decorum and which is not
accompanied with activities instigated by the passions such as anger, pride, deceit
and greed. The Sanskrit text further elaborates on the transgressions of the vow of
‘Satya’. Transgressions are those acts which go against a rule or a law. The
corrupt human mindset always tries to find the loopholes to circumvent a rule or
vow though undertaken voluntarily. The transgressions of the vow of ‘Satya’ are
enlisted as follows:
“Mithyopadesa rahobhyakhyana kiitalekhakriya nyasapahara sakara mantrbhedah”
-26, Chapter7, Tattvartha Siitra

Meaning:

Misguiding or perverted teaching, divulging secrets, forgery, misappropriation,

proclaiming others’ thoughts are the five transgressions of the vow of truthfulness.

‘Parivadarahobhyakhya paistinyam katalekhakaranam ca |
Nyasapaharitapi ca vyatikrama: panca sasysya I’
-45, Ratna Karanda Shravakacharam
Meaning:
Spreading false doctrines, revealing the secrets and deformities of others, back-
biting, making false documents, not returning others’ deposit in full (on his claim
for a lesser amount out of forgetfulness), are the five transgressions of the vow of

truthfulness of a layman.
‘Thalamusavayassa u viral duccam sa pamcaha hoi |

Kannagobhu alliya — nasaharana — kudasakkhijje II’
-311, Samana Suttam

Meaning:



Refraining from major type of falsehood is the second vow; this major type of
falsehood is of five kinds; speaking untruth about unmarried girls, animals, and

lands, repudiating debts or pledges and giving false evidence.

‘Sahasa abbhakkhanam rahasa ya sadaramamtabheyam ca |
-312, Samana Suttam
Meaning:

Making a false charge rashly or without consideration, divulging any one’s secret,
disclosing the secrets confided to by one’s own wife, giving false advice, and

preparation of a false document or writing should be avoided.

The following are verses in various Tamil texts by authors belonging to different

religions which opine the same.
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The very first couplet in the chapter ‘Vaimai’, defines the virtue of*Satya on

similar lines.
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A similar thought is brought out well in Manusmrti also.

“Satyam bruyat priyam brlya na brulyat satyamapriyam
Priyam ca nanrutam bruyat esha dharmah sanatanah”
-4, 138, Manusmriti

Meaning:



Speak truth in such a way it is pleasant to others. Never speak untruth which

might be pleasant. This is the path of eternal morality, the ‘Sanatana Dharma’.

Similar thought with a higher perception of truth can be been observed in the
following couplet where the author goes further a step ahead of others and
declares that even untruth can be placed at par with truth on occasions with noble
purpose of saving one’s life or guarding one against physical assault or
molestation. It may be construed that this chapter was aptly titled as ‘Vaaimai’
connoting commendable speech instead of ‘Poyyaamai’ the avoidance of
falsehood.
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-292, o Fampip 30, euruiento, HmsGHmeT

‘o Wiwis Q\HTeTeUeT 6T6dTEF C\FTLES O 6T B TeD

MFHUTD STL_L_60 HF6reITergl o 6)Loevfled

QT PewrFsHIHI 6TRTOIFTOIL) O LIWITHFHICD T

Qums @ _ewgsPevesT 6TetTmed O LITHBEHI GLom?

- 326, Qoraaew Mg FhdHHLD, HeoCasdf

Meaning:
To promise to guard someone then going back on one’s promise by sly hand
signals amounts to wickedness. Is it rightful to refuse to speak a lie in order to

save a life quoting the vow?

Thus it is implied that it is not within the ethical bounds to save a life from danger

unless untruth is spoken.
Thus truth is one of the credentials of the virtuous.
“Satyam vada, Dharmam cara”

-Taittrrtya Upanishad



Meaning:
“Speak the truth; practice Dharma”
The same thought has been very well brought out in Tirukkural as follows:

‘o aTenggmm Oumium QGmipHeT 2 _60&GHTT
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-294, o1 Fasmpp 30, euruiento, HHsGHmeT
One who knowingly speaks no falsehood will dwell in the hearts of the people of
the world. Thus the above couplet emphasises upon the virtue as it would make

one dwell in the hearts of all in this world.

The following verse from Thrikadugam asserts that the converse is also true. It lists
those who are never befriended and the one who speaks falsehood tops the list.
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Demerits:
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One should not speak falsehood knowingly; if one does, one has to face the blame

of one’s own heart.

The minor epic ‘Yashodara kaaviyam’ lists down the demerits of speaking

falsehood, as below:
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The popular Jain Tamil text, ‘Meru mandara puranam’, enlists the miseries

suffered in the hellish births rewarded on account of speaking falsehood
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Acchaarakkovai, one of the ‘Pathinen Keezhkkanakku’ also warns about evil

outcome of falsehood.
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Merits:

The following verse lists down the merits of speaking truth as below:

“oestgC1BTH eumuiento ClumfPfuieT Hais0\sTH
HTTEHOVFUI eUTHeST Femev”
- 295, o1 Fampd 30, euruienio, FHheGmer

A person who tells the truth as he knows it, is better than a person engaged in
penance and even better than a person with true compassion.

“OlUIMUIUITENLD ESTEdT L LIGDEDEV GTUILITEDLD

GTEOGOT DM APH FH(HLD”
-296, o Hasmpp 30, euruiento, HHsGHmET



There is nothing praiseworthy than not speaking falsehood; it brings in all other

virtues.

“Oumiwimend QuimuiuiTentd pMP'eST LD LD
QFuiwimenLo OlFUIUITENLD HESTM]”
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If one follows truth without any falsehood, one need not indulge in other acts of

piety.
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Impact of the virtue:



LD BEHTUIGHLD BITET eWLOULD D HBHTUIGHLD
QUTUIGDLOUITEY &HTewTL LI(HLD

-298 o1 Pamy 30, euruienio,F hHo@Hmerr

To be clean of body, one bathes in water; to be clean of mind one tells the truth.
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Nothing on earth is as glorious as truthfulness; It brines in its wake all other
virtues.
Thus all epics, didactic literary texts, stress on the adherence to the virtue

irrespective of the various religious backgrounds of the authors.
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Conclusion:

Thus it can be construed that ‘“Truth is a universal virtue’ as is held supreme in all
possible systems of ethical code. The path of this virtue may be difficult to tread

along; but the path would definitely lead one to the right destination in one’s life.
‘Satyameva Jayate!’

“Truth alone triumphs!’



