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The Agnostics – Ajnanavada Sanjaya Belatthiputta

The leader of the agnostics (Ajnanavada) was Sanjaya Belatthiputta. He found so many contradictory views of the soul and body current that he believed it was better to realize that one is ignorant of these things than to adopt one folly or another. His followers were described as wriggling out of answering questions like an eel and were criticized by Jainas for walking around in ignorance. However, in disregarding speculative questions he did attempt to focus the attention of his many followers on the attainment and preservation of mental equanimity. Sanjaya may have prepared the way for Mahavira's doctrine of antinomies (syadvada) and the Buddha's method of critical investigation (vibhajyavada), for they both found that there could be no final answers to some of the difficult questions of cosmology, ontology, theology, and eschatology.

Sañjaya Belaṭṭhaputta (literally, "Sanjaya of the Belattha clan",Skt. Sañjayī Vairaṭiputra or Sañjayi Vairaṭṭīputra)) was an Indian ascetic teacher who lived around the 5th or 4th c. BCE, contemporaneous with Mahavira and the Buddha.  Sanjaya, son of Belatthi or Vairati, was another religious leader of the sixth century B.C.  He was probably an elder contemporary of the Buddha.  He is said to have presided over a band of 250 disciples.  He is probably identical with Parivrajaka Sanjaya, the teacher of Sariputta and Moggallana, who joined the Buddhist Sangha along with his other disciples impressed as they were by Buddha’s doctrine of causation.  He is generally described as an agnostic (ajnanavadi), a sceptic unwilling to give any definite answer to the problems of other world, the law of kamma, etc.
The confusing welter of views and religious practices of the time, the instability of the period, when yesterday deities and certitudes were replaced by today’s gods and dogmas, must have led some wise and preduent thinkers to advise an attitude of healthy scepticism towards all teachings and practices.

The Sanjaya School was advocating an attitude of healthy reserve in the face of much superstition, obscurantism, dogmatism and fantastic speculations.  The Sanjayists, who raised scepticism to the level of an epistemological method, represented a major step forward in Indian philosophy.  Suspension of one’s judgment amidst a wilderness of views was the necessary precondition for systematic investigation.  It paved the way for a critical method which would shift the field of inquiry from the speculative to the empirical.

In the Pali literature, Sanjaya's teachings have been characterized as "evasive"[1] or "agnostic."[2] Hecker (1994) contextualizes it as "a kind of dialectical existentialism" in juxtaposition to the popular materialist views of the day (for instance, typified by the ascetic teacher Ajita Kesakambalī.)[3] For example, in the Samannaphala Sutta (DN 2), Sanjaya is recorded as saying:

'If you ask me if there exists another world [after death], if I thought that there exists another world, would I declare that to you? I don't think so. I don't think in that way. I don't think otherwise. I don't think not. I don't think not not. If you asked me if there isn't another world... both is and isn't... neither is nor isn't... if there are beings who transmigrate... if there aren't... both are and aren't... neither are nor aren't... if the Tathagata exists after death... doesn't... both... neither exists nor exists after death, would I declare that to you? I don't think so. I don't think in that way. I don't think otherwise. I don't think not. I don't think not not.'[4] 

In the Brahmajala Sutta (DN 1), Sanjaya's views are deemed to be amaravikkhepavad, "a theory of eel-wrigglers."[5]
   Sanjaya was the first teacher of the future Buddha's future two great disciples, Maha-Moggallana and Sariputta. These two future arahants ultimately left Sanjaya's tutelage as it did not address their unresolved desire to end ultimate suffering.[6]
    They responded to the welter of conflicting theories on religious and philosophical issues, and the consequent arguments, by avoiding commitment to any point of view, so as to preserve peace of mind (Dīgha Nikāya 1.58–9). They avoided any commitment on the matters of rebirth, karma, and the destiny of an enlightened person after death. On the first two issues, the Buddha gave definite, positive teachings, while on the third; he also preserved a silence, though probably for different reasons (see entry on The Early Buddhist Concept of the Buddha). The skeptics held that knowledge was impossible, and would not even commit them to saying that other people’s views were wrong. In the Brahmajāla Sutta, the (wrong) views of four kinds of prevaricating ‘eel-wrigglers’ are given (Dīgha Nikāya 1.25–8). The first three views are due to the wish to avoid speaking falsely on what is wholesome or unwholesome, getting attached to one’s view, or being cross-examined by others. Sañjayī’s view is given last, and attributed to his dullness. Yet given that the Buddha’s two chief disciples, Śāriputra and Maudgalyāyana (Pali Sāriputta and Moggallāna), started as disciples of Sañjayī (Vinaya 1.39), it is unlikely that he was simply a dullard. The Buddha shared his wish to step aside from the ‘jungle’ of conflicting views, and avoid dogmatic assertions built in flimsy grounds.

In Jaina literature, Sanjaya is identified as a Jaina sage (Skt., muni). It is believed that he was influenced by Jaina doctrine although Jaina philosophers were critical of Sanjaya.[7]
The doctrine of anekāntavāda had also taken a lot of criticism from the Vedantists, especially from Adi Sankarācārya (9th Century C.E.). Sankara has refuted some of the tenets of Jainism in his bhasya on Brahmasutra 2-2-33 to 36, where his captious arguments are reserved for anekāntavāda:
 It is impossible that contradictory attributes such as being and non-being should at the same time belong to one and the same thing; just as observation teaches us that a thing cannot be hot and cold at the same moment. The third alternative expressed in the words - they either are such or not such — results in cognition of indefinite nature, which is no more a source of true knowledge than doubt is. Thus the means of knowledge, the object of knowledge, the knowing subject, and the act of knowledge become all alike indefinite. How can his followers act on a doctrine, the matter of which is altogether indeterminate? The result of your efforts is perfect knowledge and is not perfect knowledge. Observation shows that, only when a course of action is known to have a definite result, people set about it without hesitation. Hence a man who proclaims a doctrine of altogether indefinite contents dose not deserve to be listened anymore than a drunken or a mad man.
However, many believe that Sankara fails to take the real position of anekāntavāda into account by identifying syādavāda as sansayavāda, that is, "agnosticism", which was once articulated by Sañjaya Belaṭṭhaputta.8He fails to take into consideration that the affirmation of the existence of an object is in respect to the object itself and its negation is in respect to what the object is not, giving an object positive and negative attributes at the same time without any contradictions.[9]
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The four cornered negation of Sanjaya Belataputta
The principle of four-cornered negation, "S is neither P, nor not P, nor both P and Not P, nor neither P nor not P," is also called the four-fold negation by Indian logicians and metaphysicians. It was rejected by many' but many others accepted it. And those who accepted it use it for different purposes.

The principle seems to have been first used by Sanjaya, who may safely be assigned to a period earlier than the sixth century B.C. His name was known to earliest Buddhists, and he is thought to have lived and taught before Buddha, who is assigned to the sixth century B.C. Sanjaya is said to have given a negative answer to all such questions as: (1) Is it good? (2) Is it not good? (3) Is it both good and not good? (4) Is it neither good nor not good?

Those philosophers who gave a negative answer to all four questions were called "eel-wrigglers" by the Buddhists. It was impossible to fix their position either for approval or for rejection. They would criticize any new view, positive or negative, but would not themselves hold any. And it was difficult for a serious person to enter into any controversy with them.

Though the Buddhists nicknamed the followers of Sanjaya "eel-wrigglers" Buddha himself refused to answer questions about what he called the imponderables, such as " is there an eternal entity like the Self (Atman)?" Indeed, his followers took his silence for denial, and developed their philosophies with that denial as the basis. But his silence was really his refusal to say "Yes" or "No." The reason for Buddha's silence lay in the indefiniteness of the concept of the Self or Atman. When we are not sure as to what exactly the Self or Atman means, it would be useless to answer the question whether the entity meant by the word exists or does not exist. But Sanjaya would please the same reason for answering the question about the existence of everything. Buddha, for instance, enunciated the four Aryan (Noble) truths: (1) The world is full of suffering;(2) suffering has a cause; (3) It can be stopped; and (4) There is a way to stop suffering.Sanjaya would attack each of the four truths and say that each can neither be proved nor disproved.
Mahavira, the founder of Jaina religion and philosophy was a senior contemporary of Buddha. He and his followers had to enter into philosophical controversies with the followers of Sanjaya, as did Buddha and his followers. Through Jainism propounded definite doctrines of its own, it preached tolerance of opposite views and their appreciation. It therefore accepted the principle, that there can be a reason for denying or affirming any proposition. It maintained that, thought its own philosophy was the true one, there can be a point of view from which its truth can be denied. Then it made a logical generalization and said that there is a point of view from which and proposition can be denied or affirmed; thus it formulated its theory of the relativity of truth This meant for Jainism that all propositions, except the propositions of its own system, have relative truth. Thereafter it developed its doctrine of standpoints (nayavada) and the doctrine of conditioned predication (syavada) that is, every statement is true from one standpoint and false from another; every statement, therefore, is a conditioned truth.

The doctrines of standpoints and the relativity of truth is the greatest contribution to Jainism has made to the growth of Indian logic. While Sanjaya and his followers either kept silent or denied both the poles of opposition, the Jaina logicians saw a relative truth in each pole and thus adopted a more positive and determinate attitude toward our cognitions of the world. While the former felt that every statement could be denied, they got puzzled and began denying every statement including their denial. But the Jainalogicians faced the problem with courage, and tried to lift themselves out of skepticism an agnosticism by formulating the twin doctrines of standpoints and the relativity of truth.
Now, we may summarize the different applications of the four-fold negation and their implications.
(I) SKEPTICISM:

"the world is neither B nor not-B nor (both B and not-B) nor (neither B nor not-B)

"B" stands for "Being." 

Implications

1. Negation is not an assertion.

2. Negation does not presuppose an affirmative basis; in the way that "the pen is not red" presupposes "the pen is black."
3. The negation of negation or the denial of denial is not affirmation.

(II) It is difficult to say whether Sanjaya was at any time an agnostic or whether any of his followers was an agnostic. But we may formulate the position without reference to any particular philosopher.
AGNOSTICISM:

"The world is, but it is neither P nor not-P nor (both P and not-P) nor (neither P nor not-P)."
"P" stands for any determinant or determinate predicate, through which we can know any object. Here I have changed the notation from "B" to "P," because the agnostics do not deny that the world is, but only that it is knowable. We can know anything only through determinate predicates, if we can know it at all; but none of the determinate predicates is applicable to the world. And so the world is unknowable.
Implications: All the three implications of skepticism.

We should. However, say that agnosticism has not been logically worked out by any Indian philosopher. The above second implication may or may not be accepted by the agnostic. If he does not accept it, we can ask how he knows what the world is if not as the affirmative basis of the negative judgments. If he accepts it, we can ask how he can be an agnostic when he knows something as the affirmative basis of the negations. Agnosticism would thus contain an ultimate inconsistency.

The Jainas did not accept skepticism. But for the same reasons as those for which the skeptics formulated their principle of four-fold negation, they formulated their seven-fold positive principle of the relativity of knowledge. Their doctrine is a doctrine of the relativity of knowledge but not relativism of reality. They hold that their own system is absolutely true and reality is absolutely what their system represents it to be. Now, the rival schools ask how the Jainas know that reality is actually what their system represents it to be. If knowledge is relative, then their knowledge of reality also can have only relative truth.

Conclusion
Sanjaya Belatthiputta maintained that there is no conclusive knowledge about any philosophical problems. He had doubts about the nature of knowledge and investigations of logic. A technique of systematic evasion is developed to avoid disputes, loss of tempers, peace of mind and friendship. He was a skeptic towards metaphysical statements.

Sanjaya was a well- known leader of the Agnostic School. He was described to be as slippery as an eel, and refused to give a commitment to any particular point of view. In reply to a question, “Is there an afterlife?” would not say “It is so” or “It is otherwise” nor would he say, “It is not so” or “It is not not so”
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