
Jainism: Life of the Founder, Mahavira Vardhamana

Mahavira Vardhamana was possibly a contemporary of Siddhartha Gautama,
the Buddha, of the same caste and also active in the Ganges Valley. The dates
of his similar life are variously and traditionally given as 599–527 or 540–468
BCE. He is said to have founded Jainism, which is a more severe form of
Buddhism. One of its central tenets is Ahimsa, non-injury to any living being,
which is practiced comprehensively.

c599 BCE (or 540 BCE) Birth of Vardhamana, younger son of a clan ruler of the
Ksatriya warrior caste at Kundagrama (near modern Patna, India).
According to one tradition he later marries Princess Yashoda and has a
daughter, Anoja

569 BCE (or c512 BCE) Vardhamana renounces family life and joins the ascetic order
of Parsvanatha. He travels for 12 years, naked and without possessions in
silence and meditation. He practices nonviolence and fasts

557 BCE (or c499) Vardhamana attains the summit of knowledge (kevala) under a
sala tree at Jrimbhiagrama on the River Rijupalika

557–527 (c499–468) Vardhamana is acclaimed Tirthankara (leader of an order) and
founds Jainism. As he begins to teach others, 11 Hindu Brahmins become
his first disciples (Ganadharas). He organizes his many followers into four
groups – nuns, monks, laymen, and laywomen – and formulates the “Five
Great Vows”

527 (468) Vardhamana dies at Pava, not far from his birthplace, aged 72, having fasted
to death. He is called Mahavira (“Great Hero”)


