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MAKING KNOWLEDGE THROUGH RESEARCH IN THE HUMANITIES:
INSIGHTS FROM KEVALAJNANA IN JAIN PHILOSOPHY
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ABSTRACT

The humanities cover a broad range of subjects, including literature, history, philosophy,
languages, and cultural studies. These disciplines seek to explore and understand the diverse aspects of
human life and experience. Unlike the natural sciences, which rely on experiments and objective data, the
humanities are centered around interpretation, meaning, and understanding the human condition through
subjective analysis of texts, contexts, and cultural narratives.
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Introduction

In Jain philosophy, the concept of kevalajfiana represents the highest form of knowledge,
characterized by complete, all-encompassing awareness. This paper aims to explore how the principles
of kevalajfidna can offer valuable insights into how knowledge is developed in the humanities. By drawing
from this ancient philosophical idea, we can understand how the humanities embrace various viewpoints,
seek holistic understanding, and consider ethical dimensions in knowledge creation.

The study of the humanities often involves examining human culture, beliefs, history, and
experiences. Unlike the scientific approach that seeks concrete and measurable outcomes, research in
the humanities focuses on subjective aspects of human life, such as meaning, values, and beliefs. This
requires considering multiple perspectives and interpretations to gain a fuller understanding of any given
topic.

The complexity of knowledge in the humanities raises important questions: How do we handle
knowledge that is inherently subjective? How can we acknowledge multiple viewpoints and still arrive at a
more complete understanding? This is where the concept of kevalajfidna can offer guidance. In Jain
philosophy, kevalajfiana signifies a state of perfect knowledge, where one gains a complete and
unbiased understanding of reality. Unlike Western views that often seek a single, objective truth,
kevalajfidna accepts that reality is multi-layered and that various perspectives can coexist.

This way of understanding knowledge is closely related to how research in the humanities is
conducted. When studying a historical event, a work of literature, or a philosophical idea, scholars often
examine multiple viewpoints to achieve a more comprehensive understanding. This aligns with
kevalajfiana by encouraging researchers to recognize the limitations of their perspectives and to embrace
the diversity of human experiences.

Additionally, Jain ideas like anekantavada (non-absolutism) and syadvada (conditional
perspectives) support this inclusive approach. Anekdntavada teaches that no single viewpoint is
complete, while syddvada suggests that every statement is true in certain contexts. These concepts can
guide humanities researchers to be open-minded and to appreciate different interpretations.

This paper aims to explore how the principles of kevalajfidna can enrich research in the
humanities. By applying these ideas, we can create more inclusive, empathetic, and nuanced ways of
developing knowledge. In the sections that follow, we will examine how kevalajfidna can inform
interdisciplinary research and help scholars navigate the complexities of human culture, history, and
thought more effectively and ethically.
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Kevalajfana: an Overview

Kevalajfiana is the ultimate form of knowledge in Jain philosophy, representing infinite and
absolute awareness. It is considered the highest state of knowledge that a soul can attain, transcending
all forms of duality and relativity. In Jainism, knowledge (jfidana) is classified into five categories, with
kevalajfiana being the most advanced and complete form.

. Mati-jfiana: Sensory knowledge obtained through the five senses and the mind.

. Sruta-jfiana: Scriptural or verbal knowledge, derived from teachings and texts.

. Avadhi-jiana: Clairvoyant knowledge, limited to certain objects and regions.

o Manahparyaya-jiiana: Telepathic knowledge, allowing one to know the thoughts of others.

o Kevalajfiana: Omniscience, the absolute and infinite knowledge that transcends all limitations.

Kevalajfiana is characterized by four infinite attributes: infinite perception (ananta darsana),
infinite knowledge (ananta jiana), infinite bliss (ananta sukha), and infinite energy (ananta virya). It
signifies the soul's ultimate liberation from ignorance, false perceptions, and karmic bondage, allowing
one to perceive reality in its entirety.

Table 1: Types of Knowledge in Jain Philosophy

Type of Knowledge Description Characteristics Level of Awareness
Mati-jidna Sensory knowledge Based on perception Partial, limited
Sruta-jfiana Scriptural/verbal Derived from teachings | Dependent on external
knowledge sources
Avadhi-jiiana Clairvoyance Limited to material Subtle
objects

Manahparyaya-jfiana | Telepathy Knowledge of thoughts | Subtle
Kevalajfiana Omniscience Infinite and absolute Complete and all-

encompassing

The Nature of Knowledge in the Humanities

The humanities encompass fields like literature, history, philosophy, art, music, cultural studies,
and more. These disciplines explore the human experience, examining how people create, understand,
and communicate meaning. Unlike the sciences, which often focus on measurable and objective facts,
the humanities deal with interpretations, ideas, emotions, values, and cultural expressions. This makes
the nature of knowledge in the humanities unique, dynamic, and often complex.

Subjectivity and Interpretation

One of the defining characteristics of knowledge in the humanities is subjectivity. When we
study literature, history, art, or philosophy, we are not just dealing with facts; we are engaging with
human thoughts, emotions, and experiences. For example, when analyzing a poem, different readers
might interpret its meaning in various ways based on their own experiences, cultural backgrounds, and
perspectives. This subjectivity doesn’t mean that knowledge in the humanities is arbitrary or unimportant;
rather, it highlights how each interpretation adds a layer of understanding to the human experience.

In the humanities, personal insights, interpretations, and emotions play a crucial role in shaping
our understanding of a subject. This makes the process of creating knowledge more fluid and open-
ended, allowing for a diversity of viewpoints and interpretations. Each interpretation offers a unique
window into how people make sense of the world around them, making knowledge in the humanities rich,
varied, and deeply connected to human life.

Contextual Awareness

Another key aspect of knowledge in the humanities is its reliance on context. Unlike the
sciences, where facts can often be observed and measured in isolation, knowledge in the humanities is
deeply influenced by the historical, cultural, social, and personal contexts in which it is produced and
understood. For example, a historical event might be interpreted differently based on the time, place, and
circumstances in which it occurred. Similarly, a piece of art might convey different meanings depending
on the cultural background and experiences of the viewer. This contextual nature of knowledge means
that understanding a concept, work of art, or historical event requires us to consider the broader
environment in which it exists. It encourages researchers to look beyond the surface and explore how
different factors shape the way knowledge is created, shared, and understood. By appreciating the role of
context, we gain a more nuanced and comprehensive understanding of human experiences.
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Plurality of Perspectives

The humanities emphasize the idea that knowledge is not singular or fixed; instead, it is shaped
by multiple perspectives. For instance, when studying a historical event, we can learn about it from the
viewpoints of different groups involved—such as the victors, the defeated, or the ordinary people who
lived through it. Each perspective offers a unique and valuable contribution to our understanding of the
event.

This plurality of perspectives encourages a more inclusive and open-minded approach to
knowledge. It challenges us to recognize that there is no single "right" way to understand the world, but
rather, a variety of ways that can coexist and enrich our understanding. By embracing multiple
perspectives, the humanities allow us to appreciate the diversity and complexity of human thought,
culture, and experience.

Truth and Relativity

In the humanities, the concept of truth is often seen as relative rather than absolute. This means
that truth is not always a fixed, unchanging fact, but something that can vary depending on different
factors, such as time, place, culture, and individual perspective. For example, a moral principle might be
considered "true" in one culture but viewed differently in another. This relativity of truth encourages a
more flexible and open-minded approach to knowledge, where different ideas and viewpoints are
respected and valued.

However, this doesn’t mean that the humanities reject the idea of truth altogether. Instead, they
acknowledge that truth can be multi-faceted and that different perspectives can offer valuable insights
into what is "true" in different contexts. This approach allows us to engage with complex ideas and issues
in a more nuanced way, recognizing that knowledge is often shaped by the experiences, beliefs, and
values of those who create it.

The Role of Critical Thinking

Knowledge in the humanities is not just about accepting information but involves a deep process
of questioning, analyzing, and interpreting. Researchers in the humanities are encouraged to think
critically about the subjects they study, asking questions like: "What does this mean?" "Why did this
happen?" "How do different people understand this?" and "What are the underlying assumptions here?"
This critical thinking process helps to uncover deeper meanings, challenge assumptions, and explore the
complexities of human life and culture.

For example, when studying a historical event, a researcher might question the sources of
information, the motivations behind different actions, or how the event has been remembered and
interpreted over time. This process of inquiry allows us to go beyond surface-level understanding and
develop a richer, more comprehensive view of the subject.

Creativity and Imagination

The humanities also embrace creativity and imagination as essential components of knowledge.
Unlike scientific research, which often follows strict methodologies and experiments, the humanities allow
for more creative and innovative ways of thinking. Whether it's interpreting a piece of literature, analyzing
a work of art, or exploring philosophical ideas, researchers in the humanities use their imagination to
explore new possibilities, ideas, and interpretations.

This creative aspect of humanities research enables us to think outside the box, consider
alternative viewpoints, and develop a deeper appreciation for the diversity of human expression. It
encourages us to see the world in new and different ways, enriching our understanding of what it means
to be human.

The Role of Dialogue and Debate

Another essential feature of knowledge in the humanities is the importance of dialogue and
debate. Because there are often multiple interpretations and viewpoints, knowledge in the humanities is
frequently developed through discussions, exchanges of ideas, and debates. This process of dialogue
allows different perspectives to be shared, questioned, and refined, leading to a deeper and more well-
rounded understanding.

For example, when scholars discuss a philosophical concept or analyze a piece of literature,
they engage in a process of sharing their interpretations, challenging each other’s ideas, and building on
each other’s insights. This collaborative approach helps to create a more comprehensive understanding
of the subject and fosters a culture of open-mindedness, curiosity, and respect for different viewpoints.
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Humanities and the Pursuit of Meaning

Ultimately, knowledge in the humanities is about the pursuit of meaning. It seeks to answer
fundamental questions about human existence, such as "Who are we?" "What does it mean to be
human?" "How do we understand ourselves and the world around us?" and "How do we make sense of
our experiences?" By exploring these questions, the humanities help us gain a deeper understanding of
ourselves, our cultures, and our shared human experiences.

This pursuit of meaning is what makes humanities research so valuable. It allows us to explore
the richness and diversity of human life, to appreciate different ways of thinking and being, and to
connect with others in a more meaningful way. Through the study of literature, history, philosophy, and
the arts, we are able to engage with the complexities of human existence, gaining insights that help us
navigate our own lives and understand the world around us.

Conclusion

Integrating the principles of kevalajfiana into humanities research significantly enhances the
depth and breadth of knowledge creation. By advocating for a holistic and inclusive perspective,
kevalajfidna challenges reductionist approaches that often dominate academic discourse. This ancient
Jain concept emphasizes the importance of recognizing and valuing the multiplicity of perspectives that
characterize human experiences, thus fostering a richer understanding of culture, history, and thought.

The nature of knowledge in the humanities is inherently complex, shaped by subjective
interpretations and contextual factors. By engaging with kevalajfiana, scholars are encouraged to
navigate the delicate balance between subjectivity and objectivity, acknowledging that knowledge is not a
monolithic entity but rather a tapestry woven from diverse narratives. This interplay of viewpoints
enriches research methodologies, prompting scholars to adopt practices that embrace non-absolutism,
as highlighted by the principle of anekantavada, and conditional predication, as illustrated through
syadvada.

Moreover, kevalajiiana offers a robust framework for ethical research practices, ensuring that
scholars remain sensitive to the contexts in which they operate and the implications of their findings. By
applying these principles to literature analysis and historical research, researchers can adopt a multi-
layered approach that uncovers the complexities of human experience and thought.

In the realm of philosophy and ethics, kevalajfidna serves as a guiding principle, promoting
dialogue among diverse ideological perspectives. This inclusivity not only deepens philosophical inquiry
but also aligns ethical considerations with the realities of lived experiences.

Ultimately, the insights derived from kevalajfidna have significant implications for modern
humanities research, urging scholars to explore the interconnectedness of knowledge across various
disciplines. By embracing this comprehensive approach, researchers contribute to a more nuanced
understanding of the philosophy of knowledge, paving the way for future explorations that honor the
richness of human experience.
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