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Buddhism, History, Types, Sects, Decline of Buddhism in India

Description

Buddhism represents one of the most significant religious and philosophical movements to emerge from
ancient India, profoundly shaping not just Indian civilization but influencing vast regions of Asia and, in
modern times, the entire world. For UPSC aspirants, understanding Buddhism is crucial as it appears
across multiple dimensions of the examination, from ancient history to art and culture, from philosophy
to India&??s soft power in contemporary international relations. This comprehensive guide explores the
life of Gautama Buddha, the core teachings of Buddhism, its evolution through different schools of
thought, its rich literary tradition, its contributions to Indian civilization, and the reasons for its eventual
decline in the land of its birth. Understanding Buddhism requires not merely memorizing facts but
grasping the philosophical foundations, the social context of its emergence, and its lasting impact on
human civilization.

Gautama Buddha: Life and'Enlightenment

Early Life and Royal Background

Gautama Buddha, originally named Siddhartha, was born in 563 BC into extraordinary circumstances
that would shape his lifed??s trajectory. His birth took place in Lumbini, near Kapilavastu, a location
situated on the foothills of the Himalayas in what is now Nepal. The Shakya clan into which he was born
belonged to the Kshatriya varna, representing the warrior and ruling class of ancient Indian society.
This detail is significant because it demonstrates that Buddhism emerged not from the margins of
society but from its privileged center, giving the Buddha both the education and the authority to
challenge existing religious and social norms.

Siddharthaa??s father, Shuddhodana, was not a hereditary monarch but rather the elected ruler of
Kapilavastu, heading the republican clan of the Shakyas. This republican context is important for
understanding the political environment in which Buddhism emerged. The Shakya republic represented
one of the many republican states that existed alongside monarchies during the Mahajanapada period,
characterized by collective decision-making through assemblies rather than autocratic rule. Growing up
in such an environment may have influenced the Buddhaa??s later emphasis on rational inquiry and
rejection of blind adherence to authority.

His mother, Mahamaya, was a princess from the powerful Kosalan dynasty, one of the major kingdoms
of the period. This matrimonial alliance between the Shakyas and Kosala represented typical diplomatic
relationships of the era, where marriages cemented political alliances between states. Tragically,
Mahamaya died shortly after giving birth to Siddhartha, and he was raised by his aunt and stepmother,
Mahaprajapati Gautami, who would later become the first woman to be ordained as a Buddhist nun,
demonstrating the transformative impact of Buddhism on womena??s religious participation.

From his earliest childhood, Siddhartha displayed a contemplative and meditative disposition that
distinguished him from other children of his age and social position. While other young princes might

Page 1
SHRI RAM IAS - Best IAS Coaching in Delhi



SHRI RAM IAS
8882939805, 9958635276

have been entirely absorbed in martial training, courtly pleasures, and preparation for governance,
Siddhartha showed a deeper inclination toward introspection and philosophical inquiry. This meditative
bent of mind manifested in his tendency to withdraw into contemplation, to question the nature of
existence, and to observe the world around him with unusual depth and sensitivity.

His father, perhaps recognizing this unusual temperament and fearing that his son might renounce
worldly life, attempted to insulate Siddhartha from the harsher realities of existence. According to
Buddhist tradition, Shuddhodana surrounded his son with luxury and pleasure, confining him to the
palace and ensuring that he encountered only youth, health, and happiness. The young prince was
married at an early age to Yashodhara, and they had a son named Rahula. However, despite these
attempts to anchor him to worldly life through family ties and sensual pleasures, Siddhartha remained
unsatisfied with the superficial existence of palace life.

The Great Renunciation

The pivotal moment in Siddhartha&a??s life came through what Buddhist tradition calls the a??Four
Sights.a?+ During excursions eutside,the palace, carefully arranged by his father to show only pleasant
aspects of life, Siddhartha encountered four/profound experiences that shattered his sheltered
worldview. He saw an old man, bent and decrepit, demonstrating the inevitable decline that comes with
aging. He witnessed a sick person, suffering from disease, revealing the vulnerability of the human
body to illness and pain. He encountered a corpse being carriedto cremation, forcing him to confront
the reality of death that awaits all living beings. Finally, he saw a wandering ascetic, serene and
composed despite having renounced all worldly possessions, suggesting that spiritual peace might be
found outside the conventional life of household and society.

These four encounters profoundly disturbed Siddhartha, awakening him to the fundamental suffering
inherent in human existence. The realization that old age, disease, and death were inescapable
aspects of life, awaiting him and everyone he loved, created an existential crisis. The pleasures and
luxuries of palace life suddenly seemed hollow and meaningless in the face of these ultimate realities.
The sight of the ascetic suggested a possible path to transcending this suffering through spiritual
seeking rather than worldly indulgence.

At the age of twenty-nine, Siddhartha made the momentous decision to leave his comfortable life, his
wife, his newborn son, and his position as heir to the Shakya leadership. This departure, known as the
Mahabhinishkramana or Great Renunciation, represents one of the most dramatic moments in religious
history. The decision required extraordinary courage and determination, as he was abandoning not
merely material comforts but also his responsibilities and relationships. According to tradition, he left the
palace at night, accompanied only by his faithful charioteer Channa and riding his beloved horse
Kanthaka, symbolically leaving behind his princely identity to become a seeker of truth.

The Quest for Enlightenment

After leaving Kapilavastu, Siddhartha embarked on a seven-year quest for spiritual understanding and
liberation from suffering. His search took him across the kingdoms and forests of northern India,
following the traditional path of spiritual seekers of his time. He studied under renowned teachers who
instructed him in meditation and yogic practices. One of his most important teachers was Alara Kalama,
who taught him advanced meditation techniques and philosophical doctrines. Under Alara Kalamaa??s
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guidance, Siddhartha mastered states of deep meditative absorption, achieving levels of concentration
that few practitioners attained. However, while these meditative states provided temporary peace, they
did not resolve his fundamental questions about the nature of suffering and the path to liberation.

Siddhartha also studied under another teacher, Uddaka Ramaputta, learning additional meditation
techniques and philosophical systems. He quickly mastered everything these teachers could offer,
demonstrating his exceptional intellectual and spiritual capacities. However, he realized that while these
practices led to profound mental states, they did not provide the complete understanding and
permanent liberation he sought. The meditative absorptions were temporary escapes from suffering
rather than its ultimate resolution. This realization led him to abandon the path of meditation teachers
and seek a different approach.

Siddhartha then turned to extreme asceticism, joining a group of five ascetics who practiced severe
self-mortification. Ancient Indiad??s spiritual landscape included many who believed that liberation
required punishing the body to free the spirit, that physical suffering could burn away karmic impurities
and lead to spiritual awakening. For approximately six years, Siddhartha subjected himself to
extraordinary austerities. He practiced extreme fasting, reducing his food intake to almost nothing,
surviving on single grains of riee or beans per.day. He exposed himself to harsh weather, sitting in the
burning sun during summer and in the ‘cold during winter. He practiced difficult yogic postures for
extended periods, pushing his body to its limits of endurance.

These severe practices reduced Siddhartha to a skeletal figure, his body wasted and weakened to the
point of near death. Yet despite this extreme asceticism, he found that enlightenment remained elusive.
The physical suffering he inflicted on himself did not lead to spiritual insight but merely weakened his
body and mind. This realization marked another crucial turning point in his spiritual journey. He
understood that extreme asceticism, like extreme indulgence, was a mistaken path. Neither the
luxurious life of the palace nor the severe deprivations of asceticism led to true understanding and
liberation.

The Middle Way and Enlightenment

Having discovered the futility of both extremes, Siddhartha articulated what would become one of
Buddhisma??s central principles: the Middle Way. This concept represented a balanced approach
between the extremes of sensual indulgence and self-mortification, advocating instead for a moderate
path that maintained physical health while pursuing spiritual development. Understanding that a weak
and exhausted body could not support the mental clarity necessary for enlightenment, Siddhartha
began accepting food again, taking proper nourishment to restore his health and strength.

This decision to abandon extreme asceticism disappointed and angered his five ascetic companions,
who considered his acceptance of food a sign of weakness and abandonment of the spiritual path.
They left him, considering him a failure who had succumbed to worldly weakness. However,
Siddhartha&??s intuition proved correct. With his body restored to reasonable health and his mind clear
from both indulgence and extreme deprivation, he was ready for the final stage of his spiritual quest.

Siddhartha made his way to Bodh Gaya in present-day Bihar, where he found a suitable spot beneath a
pipal tree, later known as the Bodhi Tree or Tree of Enlightenment. Sitting in meditation beneath this
tree, he made a solemn resolution that he would not rise until he had attained complete understanding
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of suffering and its cessation. According to Buddhist tradition, he sat in meditation throughout the night,
progressively deepening his insight and understanding. Through the early hours of the evening, he
developed perfect mindfulness and concentration. As the night progressed, he gained knowledge of his
previous births, understanding the workings of karma and rebirth. In the later watches of the night, he
comprehended the Four Noble Truths and the chain of dependent origination that explains how
suffering arises and how it can be ended.

As dawn broke, at the age of thirty-five, Siddhartha achieved complete enlightenment, attaining the
state called Nirvana. At this moment, he became the Buddha, meaning 4??The Awakened Oneéa?e or
a??The Enlightened One.&?+ The enlightenment was not merely intellectual understanding but a direct,
experiential realization of ultimate reality that completely transformed his consciousness. He had
discovered the fundamental nature of existence, the cause of suffering, and the path to liberation. This
achievement under the Bodhi Tree at Bodh Gaya represents the defining moment of Buddhism, the
point from which the entire tradition flows.

The Teaching Mission

After his enlightenment, the Buddha/initially hesitated to teach, doubting whether others could
understand the profound and subtle truths he 'had realized., The teachings seemed too deep, too
contrary to common assumptions, for ordinary peoplée to grasp. However, according to Buddhist
tradition, he was persuaded to teach by divine intervention or, intmore rationalist interpretations, by his
own compassion for suffering beings. He realized that while many people were deeply immersed in
ignorance and craving, there were also those with a??little dust in their eyesa?e who could understand
and benefit from his teachings.

The Buddha decided to first seek out his former five ascetic companions, who despite abandoning him
were serious spiritual seekers who might be receptive to his message. He found them at the Deer Park
in Sarnath, near Banaras (modern Varanasi). Initially skeptical and even hostile, seeing him
approaching, the five ascetics were prepared to ignore him as a backslider who had abandoned the
spiritual path. However, as the Buddha drew near, his transformed presence, radiating peace and
wisdom, made them realize that something extraordinary had occurred.

At Sarnath, the Buddha delivered his first sermon, known as the Dharmachakra Pravartana or
a??Turning of the Wheel of Law.a?+ This historic sermon laid out the core principles of Buddhism: the
Middle Way between extremes, the Four Noble Truths explaining the nature of suffering and its
cessation, and the Noble Eightfold Path providing practical guidance for achieving liberation. The five
ascetics, hearing these teachings, became the Buddha&??s first disciples, forming the nucleus of the
Buddhist Sangha or monastic community.

Following this initial success, the Buddha spent the remaining forty-five years of his life teaching
throughout northern India. He traveled extensively through the kingdoms and republics of the Gangetic
plain, teaching all who would listen regardless of their social status, caste, or gender. His charisma,
wisdom, and the practical effectiveness of his teachings attracted followers from all sections of society.
Merchants and householders, kings and beggars, Brahmanas and outcasts, men and women all came
to hear his teachings and many became his devoted followers.
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The Buddha established a monastic order, the Sangha, which provided an institutional framework for
preserving and spreading his teachings. He also formulated detailed rules and guidelines for monastic
life, ensuring that the community could function harmoniously and maintain discipline. The Sangha
became one of the worlda??s oldest surviving monastic institutions, continuing to the present day in
many Buddhist countries.

Final Years and Parinirvana

The Buddha continued his teaching mission until the age of eighty, an extraordinarily long life for the
period. In his final years, he continued traveling and teaching despite physical ailments and the
weakness of old age. His last journey took him through various towns and villages, where he continued
giving discourses and guidance to his disciples. According to Buddhist accounts, he knew his death
was approaching and prepared his disciples for his physical departure, emphasizing that they should
rely on his teachings (Dharma) rather than on his personal presence.

The Buddha passed away in 483 BC at Kushinagar, a small town identified with the modern village of
Kasia in the Deoria district of eastern.Uttar Pradesh. His death, termed Mahaparinirvana or a??Great
Complete Nirvana,a?s marked the iend-of hisphysical existence but the beginning of Buddhism as a
world religion. His last words to his disciples emphasized the impermanence of all things and urged
them to work diligently for their liberation: 4??All composite things-are subject to decay. Strive earnestly
for your salvation.a?e

The Buddhaa??s passing was marked by great mourning among his disciples and followers. His body
was cremated with the honors accorded to a universal monarch, and his relics were distributed among
various kingdoms and republics. These relics became objects of veneration, with stupas built to house
them, establishing the practice of stupa worship that would become central to Buddhist devotional
practice.

Symbolic Representation of Buddhaa??s Life

Buddhist tradition identifies five great events in the Buddhaéa??s life, each associated with specific
symbols that became important in Buddhist art and iconography:

Great Event Symbol Significance

The lotus symbolizes purity emerging from muddy waters, representing
the Buddhaa??s pure nature despite being born into the world of
Lotus and suffering. The bull represents strength and the Shakya clana??s

Birth Bull association with this powerful animal. In Buddhist art, the birth is often
depicted with Queen Mahamaya standing and holding a tree branch,
with the infant Buddha emerging from her side.

The horse, named Kanthaka, carried Siddhartha away from his palace

Great on the night of his departure. This symbol represents the Buddhaa??s

Horse courageous decision to abandon worldly life in search of spiritual truth.
The horse appears frequently in early Buddhist art depicting this crucial
turning point.

Renunciation

Page 5
SHRI RAM IAS - Best IAS Coaching in Delhi



SHRI RAM IAS
8882939805, 9958635276

Great Event Symbol Significance

The pipal tree under which Siddhartha attained enlightenment became
one of Buddhisma??s most sacred symbols. The Bodhi Tree represents
Enlightenment Bodhi Tree the ultimate goal of Buddhist practice and the possibility of awakening.
(Nirvana) Cuttings from the original tree were transplanted to other Buddhist
centers, and the bodhi tree became a central feature of Buddhist
monasteries and temples.

The wheel represents the Buddhaa??s first teaching at Sarnath, which
Wheel set in motion the &??wheel of lawa?e or teaching. The Dharma Chakra
First Sermon (Dharma became one of Buddhisma??s most important symbols, representing the
Chakra) Buddhaa??s teaching and its spread throughout the world. The wheel
typically has eight spokes representing the Noble Eightfold Path.

The stupa, originally a burial mound containing relics, became the
Death Stupa architectural symbol of the Buddhaa??s final nirvana. Stupas became
(Parinirvana) central to Buddhist architecture and worship, serving as focal points for
devotion and meditation throughout the Buddhist world.

These symbols allowed early Buddhists'to representithe Buddhaa??s life and teachings in visual form
before the development of anthropomorphic Buddha images./Even, after Buddha images became
common, these symbols retained their importance in Buddhisticonography.

Core Teachings of Buddhism

The Foundation: Understanding Suffering

The Buddhaa??s teaching begins with a fundamental observation about human existence: the world is
permeated with suffering (dukkha in Pali, duhkha in Sanskrit). This recognition is not pessimistic but
realistic, acknowledging the unavoidable difficulties inherent in existence. The Buddha identified
suffering not just in obvious forms like pain, disease, and death, but in more subtle manifestations
throughout human experience. Even pleasure and happiness contain suffering because they are
impermanent and subject to change. The anxiety of trying to maintain pleasant experiences and avoid
unpleasant ones, the disappointment when desires are not fulfilled, the grief when loved ones die or
relationships end, the frustration of aging and physical declined??all these represent forms of suffering.

The Buddhaa??s analysis extended beyond identifying suffering to understanding its cause. He taught
that suffering arises from tanha or craving, the intense desire and attachment that characterizes
unenlightened existence. This craving takes multiple forms: craving for sensual pleasures (kama-
tanha), craving for existence and becoming (bhava-tanha), and craving for non-existence or self-
annihilation (vibhava-tanha). These cravings keep beings trapped in the cycle of birth, death, and
rebirth (samsara), continually seeking satisfaction that can never be permanently achieved through
worldly means.

The craving that causes suffering is rooted in ignorance (avidya) about the true nature of reality. Beings
mistakenly believe in the permanence and substantiality of phenomena that are actually impermanent
(anicca) and without inherent self-nature (anatta). They cling to experiences, possessions,
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relationships, and even their own identity as if these were permanent and capable of providing lasting
satisfaction, when in fact everything is constantly changing and cannot provide the security and
happiness sought.

However, the Buddhaa??s teaching is not despairing because it identifies the possibility of ending
suffering. If suffering arises from craving and ignorance, then by eliminating craving and ignorance,
suffering can be eliminated. This cessation of suffering is called Nirvana, a state of complete liberation
from the cycle of rebirth and the attainment of perfect peace and wisdom. Nirvana is not annihilation but
rather the extinguishing of the fires of craving, hatred, and delusion, resulting in a transformed state of
consciousness characterized by perfect wisdom, compassion, and peace.

The Four Noble Truths

The Buddha organized his understanding of suffering and its cessation into what became known as the
Four Noble Truths (Arya Satya), which form the foundation of all Buddhist teaching:

The Noble Truth of Suffering (Dukkha): This truth asserts that suffering is an inherent characteristic
of existence in all its forms. Birth is suffering;because it begins the process of aging and eventually
death. Old age is suffering because of physical and mental decline, loss of faculties, and proximity to
death. Sickness is suffering because of pain, disability, and the threat to life. Death is suffering because
of the fear of annihilation and separation from loved ones. Association with what one dislikes is
suffering. Separation from what one likes is suffering. Not getting what one wants is suffering. In
summary, the five aggregates of clinging (form, feeling, perception, mental formations, and
consciousness) that constitute what we consider our 4??selfa?e are suffering because they are
impermanent, subject to change, and cannot provide lasting satisfaction.

The Noble Truth of the Origin of Suffering (Samudaya): This truth identifies craving (tanha) as the
cause of suffering. This craving, which perpetuates rebirth and is accompanied by pleasure and
passion, seeks gratification wherever it can be found. It includes craving for sensual pleasures, craving
for existence and becoming, and craving for non-existence. This craving arises from ignorance about
the true nature of reality, from the false belief in a permanent self, and from the mistaken assumption
that lasting happiness can be found in impermanent things. The chain of dependent origination
(pratitya-samutpada) explains in detail how ignorance leads to craving, craving leads to attachment,
attachment leads to becoming, and becoming leads to birth, aging, and deatha??the entire cycle of
suffering.

The Noble Truth of the Cessation of Suffering (Nirodha): This truth proclaims that suffering can be
completely ended through the elimination of craving. The cessation of craving is achievable and leads
to Nirvana, the state of perfect peace and liberation. Nirvana represents the complete extinguishing of
greed, hatred, and delusion, the three root causes of suffering. It is not mere extinction or annihilation
but a positive state of freedom, peace, and perfect happiness beyond the limitations of conditioned
existence. When craving is eliminated, there is no more fuel for rebirth, and the cycle of suffering ends
completely.

The Noble Truth of the Path Leading to the Cessation of Suffering (Marga): This truth presents the
Noble Eightfold Path as the practical method for achieving the cessation of suffering and attaining
Nirvana. The path provides concrete guidance for transforming consciousness and behavior, moving
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progressively from the state of ignorance and craving to wisdom and liberation.
The Noble Eightfold Path (Astangika Marga)

The Buddha recommended the Noble Eightfold Path as the practical method for eliminating suffering
and achieving liberation. This path represents the Middle Way between extremes, providing a balanced
and comprehensive approach to spiritual development. The eight components of the path are
traditionally grouped into three categories: wisdom (prajna), ethical conduct (sila), and mental discipline
(samadhi).

Right View or Right Understanding (Samma Ditthi): This represents correct understanding of reality
as taught by the Buddha, particularly understanding the Four Noble Truths, the three marks of
existence (suffering, impermanence, and non-self), and the law of karma and rebirth. Right View means
seeing things as they actually are rather than through the distorting lens of ignorance, craving, and
delusion. It involves understanding that actions have consequences, that suffering arises from specific
causes and can be ended through specific means, and that liberation is possible. Right View is
considered the foundation of the path-because all other aspects depend on having correct
understanding as their basis.

Right Intention or Right Thought (Samma Sankappa): This!invelves cultivating wholesome
intentions and mental attitudes while abandoning unwholesome-ones. Specifically, it means developing
intentions of renunciation rather than craving for sensual pleasures, intentions of goodwill and loving-
kindness rather than ill-will and hatred, and intentions of harmlessness and compassion rather than
cruelty. Right Intention works on the level of motivation and aspiration, ensuring that onea??s practice
is driven by appropriate aims. It involves constantly examining onea??s motivations and redirecting
them toward wholesome ends.

Right Speech (Samma Vaca): This component of ethical conduct involves abstaining from false
speech, malicious speech, harsh speech, and idle chatter. Positively, it means speaking truthfully,
speaking words that promote harmony and reconciliation, speaking gently and courteously, and
speaking purposefully and at appropriate times. Right Speech recognizes the power of language to
cause harm or benefit, and emphasizes conscious, mindful use of words. In an age of constant
communication, this aspect of the path has particular relevance for maintaining ethical conduct in
speech whether direct, written, or through modern media.

Right Action (Samma Kammanta): This principle involves abstaining from killing living beings, from
taking what is not given (stealing), and from sexual misconduct. Positively, it means protecting life and
showing compassion to all living beings, respecting othersa?? property and rights, and conducting
oneself responsibly in sexual relationships. Right Action extends the principle of non-harming into
concrete behavioral guidelines that protect both oneself and others from the consequences of harmful
actions.

Right Livelihood (Samma Ajiva): This component requires earning onea??s living in ways that do not
cause harm to oneself or others. The Buddha specifically mentioned avoiding trades in weapons, living
beings (slavery or animal trade for slaughter), meat and intoxicants, poisons, and anything that
encourages harmful behavior. Positively, Right Livelihood means engaging in work that is honest,
ethical, and beneficial or at least harmless to society. This principle recognizes that how one earns a
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living significantly impacts both personal spiritual development and the welfare of society.

Right Effort (Samma Vayama): This aspect of mental discipline involves four components: preventing
unwholesome mental states that have not yet arisen, abandoning unwholesome mental states that
have arisen, cultivating wholesome mental states that have not yet arisen, and maintaining and
developing wholesome mental states that have already arisen. Right Effort emphasizes that spiritual
progress requires active, sustained exertion. It is not sufficient to passively avoid evil and hope for
spiritual development; one must actively work to transform the mind, cultivating positive qualities while
eliminating negative ones.

Right Mindfulness (Samma Sati): This crucial component involves maintaining clear, non-judgmental
awareness of present-moment experience. The Buddha taught four foundations of mindfulness:
mindfulness of the body (including breath, posture, and physical sensations), mindfulness of feelings
(pleasant, unpleasant, or neutral), mindfulness of mind (the quality and state of consciousness), and
mindfulness of mind-objects (the contents of consciousness, particularly in relation to the Buddha&a??s
teachings). Right Mindfulness serves as the foundation for insight, allowing one to observe directly how
suffering arises from craving and ignorance, and how it can be ended through the path.

Right Concentration (Samma Samadhi): Fhis represents the development of deep meditative
absorption (jhana or dhyana) characterized by one-pointed foeus and tranquility of mind. Through
systematic meditation practice, the mind becomes progressively. more concentrated, stable, and
powerful. The concentrated mind is then used as an instrument for developing insight into the true
nature of reality. Right Concentration involves mastering various levels of meditative absorption, each
characterized by increasing subtlety, peace, and freedom from distraction. However, concentration
alone is not sufficient for liberation; it must be combined with wisdom and ethical conduct.

The Code of Ethical Conduct

Beyond the Eightfold Path, the Buddha laid down a comprehensive code of conduct for his followers,
particularly those who formally took refuge in the Buddha, Dharma, and Sangha. The most basic set of
ethical precepts, applicable to all Buddhists, consists of five commitments:

Abstaining from Harming Living Beings: This precept, based on the principle of non-violence
(ahimsa), prohibits killing or causing harm to any living creature. It reflects the Buddhist emphasis on
compassion and the recognition that all beings desire to live and avoid suffering. This precept has been
interpreted with varying degrees of strictness in different Buddhist traditions, with some extending it to
complete vegetarianism while others allow consumption of meat under certain conditions. The principle
underlying this precept is the cultivation of loving-kindness and compassion toward all forms of life.

Abstaining from Taking What is Not Given: This precept prohibits all forms of stealing, fraud, and
dishonest acquisition of property. It extends beyond mere theft to include any form of taking advantage
of others through deception or exploitation. Positively, it encourages honesty, generosity, and respect
for othersa?? possessions and rights. This precept recognizes that stealing not only harms the victim
but also corrupts the thief, strengthening greed and dishonesty.

Abstaining from Sexual Misconduct: This precept prohibits sexual behavior that causes harm,
including adultery, sexual violence, and sexual relations with those who are under the protection of
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others (such as minors). For monastics, it requires complete celibacy, while for lay followers, it means
conducting oneself responsibly and ethically in sexual relationships. The precept aims to prevent the
suffering caused by sexual irresponsibility while promoting healthy, ethical relationships based on
mutual respect and care.

Abstaining from False Speech: This precept requires truthfulness in all communications, prohibiting
lies, slander, harsh speech, and frivolous talk. It recognizes that speech is a powerful tool that can be
used to help or harm, to bring people together or drive them apart. The cultivation of truthful, kind, and
beneficial speech is essential for both personal integrity and harmonious social relationships.

Abstaining from Intoxicants That Cloud the Mind: This precept prohibits the use of alcohol, drugs,
and other intoxicants that impair mental clarity and self-control. The rationale is that intoxication makes
it difficult to maintain mindfulness, undermines judgment, and often leads to breaking other precepts.
Mental clarity and awareness are essential for spiritual progress, and intoxicants directly undermine
these qualities.

These five precepts form the basic ethical foundation for Buddhist practice, applicable to all followers
regardless of their level of commitmentior understanding. Monastics follow additional precepts, with
fully ordained monks and nuns observing more than,two hundred detailed rules governing all aspects of
conduct.

The Three Jewels of Buddhism

The Buddha, Dharma (the teaching), and Sangha (the monastic community) are considered the
a??Three Jewelsa?e or a??Three Refugesa?e of Buddhism. Taking refuge in these three represents the
formal entry into Buddhism and signifies onea??s commitment to the Buddhist path.

The Buddha represents not just the historical person of Gautama Buddha but the quality of
enlightenment itself, the perfection of wisdom and compassion. Taking refuge in the Buddha means
accepting him as onea??s supreme teacher and guide, recognizing that he has discovered and
demonstrated the path to liberation. It also means aspiring to develop the same qualities of wisdom and
compassion that characterized the Buddha.

The Dharma refers to the Buddhaa??s teachings about the nature of reality and the path to liberation.
It encompasses the Four Noble Truths, the Eightfold Path, and all the detailed teachings and practices
that constitute Buddhism. Taking refuge in the Dharma means accepting these teachings as accurate
descriptions of reality and reliable guides for conduct, committing oneself to study and practice them.

The Sangha originally referred specifically to the community of enlightened disciples who had attained
at least the first stage of awakening. Over time, it came to refer more broadly to the monastic
community of monks and nuns, and sometimes to the entire community of Buddhist practitioners.
Taking refuge in the Sangha means recognizing the importance of spiritual companionship and
community support on the path to liberation, and committing to maintain harmony and mutual support
with fellow practitioners.

Distinctive Buddhist Doctrines
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Buddhism introduced several concepts that distinguished it from other contemporary religious systems
and that remain central to Buddhist thought:

Rejection of God and Soul: Buddhism does not recognize the existence of a creator God or an
eternal, unchanging soul (atman). This represents a radical departure from Brahmanical Hinduism,
which posited both Brahman as the ultimate reality and atman as the eternal individual soul. The
Buddha taught anatta (no-self), the doctrine that what we consider our &??selfa?« is actually a
constantly changing collection of physical and mental phenomena without any permanent essence.
This teaching directly contradicted the Upanishadic doctrine of atman and remains one of
Buddhisma??s most distinctive and controversial features.

Challenge to the Varna System: Buddhism attracted significant support from lower social orders partly
because it challenged the Varna system and birth-based hierarchy. The Buddha taught that spiritual
attainment depended on onea??s actions and efforts rather than birth in a particular Varna. He
famously stated that one is a Brahmana not by birth but by one&??s conduct and attainment. This
egalitarian message appealed particularly to those disadvantaged by the traditional social hierarchy.

Inclusion of Women: Buddhism hrought women closer to equality with men in religious life by
admitting them to the Sangha. Though'the Buddha reportedly hesitated initially, he eventually
established an order of nuns (bhikkhunis) with his'stepmother,Mahaprajapati Gautami becoming the
first ordained nun. While Buddhist nuns faced certain restrictions not applied to monks, their very
existence represented a revolutionary development in allowing women an independent religious path
outside family and household roles. This represented significant progress in womena??s status in
ancient Indian society.

The Concept of Bodhisattva

Definition and Significance

The term Bodhisattva derives from Sanskrit, combining a??bodhia?e (enlightenment or awakening) with
a??sattvaa?e (essence or being), thus meaning a??one whose essence is enlightenmenta?e or
a??enlightenment-being.a?« This concept evolved significantly in Buddhist thought, taking on different
meanings in different schools and time periods. Understanding the Bodhisattva ideal is crucial for
comprehending both the development of Buddhism and the differences between its major schools.

In its earliest usage, Bodhisattva referred specifically to the historical Gautama Buddha during the
period before his enlightenment. During his many previous lives and during his final life before attaining
enlightenment under the Bodhi Tree, Siddhartha was considered a Bodhisattvaa??a being progressing
toward Buddhahood but not yet having attained it. This usage emphasized the long preparation
required for becoming a Buddha, involving countless lives of accumulating merit, developing virtues,
and progressing toward supreme enlightenment.

The concept expanded in early Buddhism to include other individuals who are destined to become
Buddhas in this or future lives. Buddhist cosmology recognizes that Gautama Buddha was not the first
Buddha to have appeared in the world, nor will he be the last. There have been previous Buddhas in
past ages, and there will be future Buddhas, with Maitreya being the next Buddha predicted to appear.
All these future Buddhas spend countless lives as Bodhisattvas before attaining final enlightenment.
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The number of potential Bodhisattvas in the world is theoretically limitless, as any being can potentially
aspire to and eventually achieve Buddhahood through following the Bodhisattva path.

The Bodhisattva Path and Ideal

The Bodhisattva path involves a distinctive approach to spiritual development that emphasizes
compassion alongside wisdom. While the path to individual liberation (which became associated with
Hinayana Buddhism) focuses on onea??s own enlightenment, the Bodhisattva path emphasizes
achieving enlightenment for the benefit of all beings. Bodhisattvas make a vow to achieve Buddhahood
not merely for their own liberation but specifically to be able to help all beings achieve liberation from
suffering.

This compassionate commitment leads to one of the most striking features of the Bodhisattva ideal:
Bodhisattvas deliberately postpone their own final entrance into Nirvana in order to continue working for
the liberation of others. Having achieved the wisdom and merit necessary for their own liberation, they
voluntarily remain in the world of suffering to guide and assist other beings on the path to
enlightenment. This selfless dedication to universal liberation represents one of the highest expressions
of compassion in Buddhist thought.

According to Mahayana Buddhism, which particularly’emphasized-the Bodhisattva ideal, becoming a
Bodhisattva is open to all beings regardless of their current Spiritual level. Any person can make the
Bodhisattva vow and begin following the Bodhisattva path, though achieving Buddhahood requires
countless lives of practice and cultivation. The Bodhisattva path involves developing perfections
(paramitas), traditionally enumerated as six or sometimes ten qualities: generosity, ethical conduct,
patience, effort, meditation, and wisdom, with some lists adding skillful means, vow, power, and
knowledge.

Requirements and Characteristics

Traditional Buddhist texts specify certain requirements for an aspirant Bodhisattva in early Buddhism.
The aspirant Bodhisattva must be male, though this restriction was relaxed or reinterpreted in later
Mahayana thought, which recognized that Buddha-nature exists equally in all beings regardless of
gender. Unlike the path to individual liberation which requires monastic renunciation, the Bodhisattva
path can be followed while living as a householder, maintaining family relationships and participating in
worldly activities. This made the Bodhisattva ideal particularly attractive to lay Buddhists who wanted to
pursue spiritual development without necessarily becoming monks or nuns.

The title Bodhisattva has been frequently applied throughout Buddhist history to kings, scholars, and
teachers in South and Southeast Asia. Rulers who patronized Buddhism and governed according to
Buddhist principles were often referred to as Bodhisattvas, implying that they used their power and
position to benefit all beings. Buddhist scholars and teachers who significantly contributed to preserving
and spreading the Dharma were similarly honored with this title. This application of the Bodhisattva title
to living individuals represented both recognition of their spiritual attainments and an aspiration that
they would continue progressing toward Buddhahood.

Celestial Bodhisattvas
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In Mahayana Buddhism, the Bodhisattva concept evolved to include celestial or transcendent
Bodhisattvasa??beings who had achieved such advanced spiritual development that they possessed
supernatural powers and could manifest in various forms to help suffering beings. These celestial
Bodhisattvas are considered manifestations of the eternal Buddhas, embodying particular aspects of
enlightened consciousness. They became objects of devotion and worship in Mahayana Buddhism,
with devotees praying to them for assistance and protection.

Foremost among the celestial Bodhisattvas is Avalokiteshvara, the Bodhisattva of Compassion.
Avalokiteshvara is depicted as constantly perceiving the cries of suffering beings throughout the
universe and manifesting in whatever form is necessary to provide assistance. This Bodhisattva
became one of the most popular figures in Mahayana Buddhism across Asia, taking on different forms
and names in different cultures. The name Avalokiteshvara means a??the Lord who looks down with
compassion,a?e reflecting this Bodhisattvaa??s essential function of responding to suffering beings.

In China, the most widely worshipped Bodhisattvas include Manjusri, who represents transcendent
wisdom and is often depicted holding a sword that cuts through ignorance. Manjusri became particularly
associated with the famous Mount Wutai in China, which became an important pilgrimage site.
Ksitigarbha, the savior of the 'dead, is-invoked.to help beings in the afterlife and to rescue souls from
hell realms. This Bodhisattva became particularly important in Chinese and Japanese Buddhism,
associated with care for deceased children and assistance to/beings in unfortunate rebirths.

Samantabhadra represents happiness, practice, and the fulfilment of vows, often depicted riding an
elephant and associated with meditation and the practical implementation of Buddhist teachings. The
Bodhisattva Kuan-yin, the Chinese name for Avalokiteshvara, became perhaps the most popular figure
in Chinese Buddhism. Interestingly, while Avalokiteshvara was originally male in Indian Buddhism,
Kuan-yin evolved into a female form in Chinese Buddhism, becoming the 4??Goddess of Mercya?e who
responds compassionately to all who call upon her. This gender transformation reflected Chinese
cultural preferences and the association of compassion with feminine qualities.

In Tibet, Avalokiteshvara, Manjusri, and Vajrapani form a popular trinity representing compassion,
wisdom, and power respectively. Tibetan Buddhism considers the Dalai Lamas to be successive
incarnations of Avalokiteshvara, physically manifesting this Bodhisattvaa??s compassionate work in the
world. This belief connects temporal political authority with transcendent spiritual realization, providing
religious legitimacy to the Dalai Lamaéa??s leadership role in Tibetan society.

Maitreya occupies a unique position in Buddhist thought, being represented both as a future Buddha
and as a Bodhisattva. According to Buddhist cosmology, Maitreya currently resides in a heavenly
realm, waiting for the appropriate time to descend to earth and become the next Buddha after Gautama
Buddhaé&??s teachings have been forgotten. As a Bodhisattva, Maitreya represents hope for the future
and the promise that the Buddha&??s teaching will be renewed. Throughout Asian history, various
religious and political movements have claimed that Maitreya&??s appearance was imminent,
sometimes leading to messianic expectations and even rebellions.

Schisms in Buddhism: The Major Schools

Historical Development of Buddhist Schools
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Like Jainism and indeed most major religious traditions, Buddhism experienced internal divisions and
the development of different schools interpreting the Buddhaa??s teachings in various ways. These
divisions were not merely doctrinal disputes but reflected different emphasis in practice, different
interpretations of the Buddhaa??s intentions, and different responses to changing social and cultural
contexts. Understanding these major schools is essential for comprehending Buddhisma??s
development and spread across Asia.

The initial division in Buddhism occurred roughly one hundred years after the Buddhaa??s death, at
what is traditionally called the Second Buddhist Council. The dispute centered on questions of monastic
discipline, with more conservative monks insisting on strict adherence to the original rules while more
liberal monks advocated for some relaxation and adaptation. This split resulted in the formation of two
major branches: the Sthaviravada (Theravada in Pali), meaning a??Teaching of the Elders,a?+ which
emphasized conservative adherence to original teachings, and the Mahasanghika, meaning a??Great
Assembly,a?+ which was more liberal and innovative.

From these initial divisions, numerous sub-schools developed over the following centuries, each with its
own interpretations and emphases. Eventually, Buddhism came to be broadly divided into three main
traditions or a??vehiclesa?e (yana), each representing a distinct approach to Buddhist practice and
understanding: Hinayana (Lesser Vehicle), Mahayana (Greater Vehicle), and Vajrayana (Diamond
Vehicle or Thunderbolt Vehicle). These terms require/careful handling as a??Hinayanaa?e is somewhat
pejorative, coined by Mahayana Buddhists to distinguish their approach from earlier schools. Modern
scholarship typically uses a??Theravadaa?s to refer to the surviving early Buddhist tradition rather than
a??Hinayana.a?e

Hinayana Buddhism

Hinayana Buddhism, also known as Theravada Buddhism in its surviving form, represents what its
adherents consider the original, authentic teaching of the Buddha. The followers of Hinayana Buddhism
believed in maintaining strict adherence to the Buddha&a??s original teachings as preserved in the
earliest Buddhist texts. They emphasized personal effort and individual salvation, holding that each
person must work out their own liberation through self-discipline and meditation. This approach focuses
on the ideal of the Arhat, the person who achieves enlightenment through individual effort and enters
Nirvana at death.

Hinayana Buddhism did not practice idol worship in its early centuries, maintaining that the Buddha was
a human teacher who had passed into Nirvana and was no longer present to be worshipped. Instead of
images of the Buddha, early Hinayana Buddhists used symbols like the Bodhi Tree, the Dharma Wheel,
and the Buddhaa??s footprints to represent his presence and teachings. This aniconic tradition
reflected the understanding that the Buddha had transcended physical form and that focusing on
images might distract from the true spiritual work of following his teachings.

In Hinayana Buddhism, there is no concept of a savior god who can grant salvation through grace.
Instead, karma operates as an impersonal law of cause and effect, taking the place that God occupies
in theistic religions. Each individuala??s circumstances result from their own past actions, and liberation
must be achieved through one&??s own efforts in understanding the Dharma and practicing the path.
This emphasis on self-reliance and personal responsibility represents a distinctive feature of early
Buddhism.
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Nirvana in Hinayana Buddhism is regarded as the complete extinction of craving, hatred, and delusion,
resulting in the cessation of rebirth and the end of all suffering. This understanding sometimes led to
characterizations of Nirvana as essentially negative, defined by what it is not (not suffering, not rebirth,
not conditioned existence) rather than by positive attributes. However, Hinayana texts also describe
Nirvana in positive terms as peace, freedom, and the highest happiness, though ultimately it is
considered beyond conceptual description.

The oldest and most important school of Hinayana Buddhism is the Theravada, meaning a??Doctrine
of the Elders.&?+ This school claims to preserve the original teachings of the Buddha in their purest
form, maintaining the Pali Canon as their scriptural authority. Theravada Buddhism survives today as
the dominant form of Buddhism in Sri Lanka, Myanmar, Thailand, Cambodia, and Laos, where it
continues to emphasize monastic discipline, meditation practice, and the study of ancient texts.

Another important early school was the Sarvastivada, meaning a??the doctrine which maintains the
existence of all things, physical as well as mental.&?+ This school developed a sophisticated
philosophical system analyzing reality into constituent elements called dharmas, which were
understood as the ultimate constituents of existence. Sarvastivada was more philosophically oriented
than Theravada, developing cemplex-metaphysical theories to explain the nature of reality and the
process of liberation.

From Sarvastivada branched off another school called Sautantrika, which took a more critical approach
to philosophy, questioning some of Sarvastivadaa??s metaphysical assertions and emphasizing
empirical verification and logical reasoning. These philosophical schools demonstrate that even within
what Mahayanists called a??Hinayana,a?e there was considerable diversity and intellectual
sophistication.

Hinayana Buddhism used Pali as its primary language for scriptures and teaching. Pali was close to the
vernacular languages spoken in northern India during the Buddhaa??s time, making the teachings
accessible to ordinary people rather than restricting them to the scholarly language of Sanskrit. This
linguistic choice reflected the movementa??s origins and its commitment to making the Buddhaa??s
teachings available to all.

The great Mauryan emperor Ashoka patronized Hinayana Buddhism in the 3rd century BC, sending
missionaries throughout his empire and beyond to spread Buddhist teachings. Ashokaa??s support
gave Buddhism imperial patronage and resources for expansion, transforming it from a regional Indian
religion into a major force that would spread throughout Asia. His missions established Buddhism in Sri
Lanka, where Theravada Buddhism took root and has flourished ever since.

Mahayana Buddhism

Mahayana Buddhism emerged several centuries after the Buddhaa??s death, probably around the 1st
century BC to 1st century AD, representing a significant reinterpretation and expansion of Buddhist
teachings. The term 4??Mahayanaa?s means a??Greater Vehicle,a?s chosen to suggest that this form
of Buddhism could carry more people to salvation than the &??Lesser Vehiclea?e of Hinayana. This
self-designation reflected Mahayanaa??s claim to be more inclusive and compassionate, offering
salvation to a broader range of people through various means rather than requiring everyone to follow
the difficult path of monastic renunciation and meditation.
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Mahayana Buddhism differs from Hinayana in several fundamental ways. The followers of Mahayana
believed in the heavenly nature or divinity of Buddha, viewing him not merely as a historical human
teacher but as a transcendent, cosmic reality manifesting in various forms throughout the universe and
through all time. This Buddha-nature is eternal and omnipresent, taking physical form in different worlds
to teach beings according to their needs and capacities. This elevation of the Buddha from human
teacher to transcendent savior represented a major theological shift.

Rather than seeking individual salvation as in Hinayana, Mahayana Buddhism emphasizes universal
salvation through the grace and assistance of Buddhas and Bodhisattvas. The ideal figure in Mahayana
is not the Arhat who achieves personal liberation but the Bodhisattva who vows to save all beings
before entering final Nirvana. Practitioners are encouraged to generate Bodhicitta, the 4??mind of
enlightenment,a?¢ which combines the aspiration for enlightenment with the compassionate
commitment to help all beings achieve liberation. This shift from individual to universal salvation
represented a more compassionate and inclusive vision.

Mahayana Buddhism embraced idol worship enthusiastically, creating beautiful images of Buddhas and
Bodhisattvas that became objects of devotion and worship. These images were not considered mere
representations but were believed to-embody.the spiritual presence of the enlightened beings they
depicted. Elaborate rituals, offerings, and prayers to/Buddha images became central to Mahayana
practice, making Buddhism more devotional and accessible tojordinary lay people who might find
meditation practice difficult.

In Mahayana understanding, Nirvana is not merely the negative cessation of suffering but a positive
state of perfect bliss, wisdom, and compassion. Furthermore, Nirvana and Samsara (the cycle of
rebirth) are ultimately not separate but are two aspects of the same reality understood from different
perspectives. An enlightened being experiences Samsara as Nirvana, perceiving the emptiness and
perfection underlying apparent suffering and imperfection. This more positive understanding of Nirvana
and its relationship to worldly existence made Mahayana Buddhism philosophically sophisticated and
spiritually inspiring.

Mahayana Buddhism developed two chief philosophical schools that profoundly influenced Asian
thought. The Madhyamika school, founded by the great philosopher Nagarjuna in approximately the
2nd century AD, took a middle position between extreme realism and extreme idealism. Madhyamika
philosophy is based on the concept of shunyata or emptiness, teaching that all phenomena lack
inherent, independent existence and arise only through dependent origination. This philosophy avoids
both the extreme of believing things have independent, permanent existence and the extreme of
believing nothing exists at all. Instead, it teaches a middle way understanding reality as empty of
inherent existence but conventionally real as interdependent phenomena.

The Yogachara school, founded by Maitreyanatha and systematized by brothers Asanga and
Vasubandhu in the 4th-5th centuries AD, took an idealist philosophical position. Yogachara completely
rejected the realism of Hinayana, which held that external objects exist independently of
consciousness, and maintained instead that everything is ultimately mind-only (cittamatra). According to
this school, what we experience as external reality is actually a projection of consciousness, like images
in a dream. Liberation consists in recognizing this truth and purifying consciousness of false projections.
This sophisticated idealist philosophy influenced not only Buddhism but also broader Indian
philosophical traditions.
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Mahayana Buddhism used Sanskrit, the scholarly language of ancient India, for its scriptures rather
than Pali. This choice reflected Mahayanaa??s more philosophical and sophisticated character, as
Sanskrit was associated with high culture and intellectual discourse. The use of Sanskrit also facilitated
the incorporation of Buddhist ideas into broader Indian philosophical debates and helped Buddhism
appeal to educated elites.

The Kushan emperor Kanishka patronized Mahayana Buddhism in the 1st-2nd century AD, providing
imperial support that helped Mahayana flourish and spread. Kanishkaa??s patronage led to the
convening of a great Buddhist council that systematized Mahayana teachings and supported the
composition of important commentaries. Later, the great Indian emperor Harsha in the 7th century AD
also supported Mahayana Buddhism, continuing the tradition of royal patronage that helped Buddhism
thrive in India.

Vajrayana Buddhism

Vajrayana, meaning a??Vehicle of the Thunderbolta?e or &??Diamond Vehicle,a?+ represents a later
development in Buddhism that.emerged around the 7th-8th century AD, primarily in eastern India,
particularly Bengal and Bihar. Vajrayana'is sometimes considered a branch of Mahayana rather than a
completely separate tradition, as it accepts Mahayana philosophical foundations while adding distinctive
practices and methods. The term &??vajraa?e refers both to the thunderbolt of the Hindu god Indra and
to the diamond, symbolizing both the indestructible nature of enlightenment and the sudden, powerful
means by which it can be achieved.

The followers of Vajrayana believed that salvation could be most rapidly attained by acquiring magical
power called vajra and by using special techniques including mantras (sacred sounds), mudras (hand
gestures), mandalas (sacred diagrams), and tantric practices. These methods were considered skillful
means that could accelerate the path to enlightenment, potentially achieving in one lifetime what might
otherwise take countless rebirths. This emphasis on rapid enlightenment through special techniques
distinguished Vajrayana from earlier Buddhist traditions.

Vajrayana incorporated elements from tantric Hinduism, including the worship of female deities and the
use of sexual symbolism in spiritual practice. The chief divinities of Vajrayana Buddhism are the Taras,
female Bodhisattvas who embody compassion and saving grace. The most important is Green Tara,
considered the mother of all Buddhas and the embodiment of enlightened activity. The inclusion of
prominent female deities represented a significant development, providing feminine embodiments of
enlightened qualities alongside the traditionally male Buddhas and Bodhisattvas.

Vajrayana became particularly popular in eastern India during the Pala dynasty, which ruled Bengal and
Bihar from the 8th to 12th centuries. The Pala kings were great patrons of Buddhism, and under their
support, Vajrayana flourished and major monastic universities like Vikramshila became centers of
Vajrayana learning and practice. From India, Vajrayana spread to Tibet, where it was firmly established
in the 11th century through missions sent from the great Vajrayana monastery of Vikramshila. In Tibet,
Vajrayana merged with indigenous Bon religious practices to create a distinctive Tibetan Buddhist
tradition that has preserved Vajrayana teachings to the present day.

Vajrayanad??s emphasis on ritual, visualization, and the teacher-student relationship created a
complex system of practice requiring extensive training under qualified masters. The tradition maintains
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that Vajrayana teachings are powerful and potentially dangerous if misunderstood or misused, and
therefore should only be transmitted through authorized lineages of teachers. This emphasis on lineage
and guru devotion became central to Tibetan Buddhism and distinguished it from other Buddhist
traditions.

Buddhist Scriptures and Literature

The Tripitaka

The Buddhist canon is collectively known as the Tripitaka or 4??Three Baskets,a?e referring to the three
categories into which Buddhist scriptures are traditionally divided. This organization reflects both the
content of the texts and their function in Buddhist religious life. The Tripitaka was originally preserved
through oral transmission, with specialized monks memorizing different portions and reciting them
regularly to maintain accuracy. The oral texts were eventually written down several centuries after the
Buddhaa??s death, with the Pali Tripitaka being committed to writing in Sri Lanka in the 1st century BC.

The Vinaya Pitaka constitutes.the firstilbasket and mainly deals with rules and regulations for the
Buddhist monastic community. The Vinaya contains;detailed prescriptions governing every aspect of
monastic life, from the procedures for admission to the 'Sangha to rules about food, clothing, conduct
with lay people, and resolution of disputes within the community, These rules were not established all at
once but were promulgated by the Buddha gradually in response to specific situations that arose as the
monastic community grew and encountered various challenges.

The Vinaya Pitaka describes in detail the gradual development of the Sangha from its small beginning
with the first five disciples at Sarnath to a large, complex institution spread across northern India. By
examining the Vinaya texts, scholars can trace how the early Buddhist community evolved and how it
dealt with practical problems of organization, discipline, and relations with lay society. The Vinaya also
contains accounts of the Buddha&??s life and teachings, as the rules are typically introduced with
narratives explaining the circumstances that led to their promulgation.

The existence of a detailed monastic code distinguishes Buddhism from earlier Indian religious
traditions and demonstrates the Buddha&a??s concern with creating a sustainable institution that could
preserve and transmit his teachings after his death. The Vinaya reflects the Buddhaa??s practical
wisdom in organizational matters and his understanding that spiritual community requires clear
guidelines and structures to function harmoniously.

The Sutta Pitaka forms the second and largest basket, consisting chiefly of discourses delivered by the
Buddha himself on different occasions throughout his forty-five-year teaching career. These discourses
address a wide range of topics including philosophy, ethics, meditation, psychology, and everyday
conduct. The Sutta Pitaka provides the philosophical and doctrinal core of Buddhism, containing
teachings on the Four Noble Truths, the Noble Eightfold Path, dependent origination, the nature of
consciousness, and countless other topics.

The Sutta Pitaka is divided into five collections (Nikayas in Pali): the Digha Nikaya containing long
discourses, the Majjhima Nikaya containing medium-length discourses, the Samyutta Nikaya containing
thematically connected discourses, the Anguttara Nikaya containing numerically arranged discourses,
and the Khuddaka Nikaya containing miscellaneous shorter works including famous texts like the
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Dhammapada. While most suttas are attributed to the Buddha himself, a few discourses delivered by
prominent disciples like Sariputta, Ananda, and Moggalana are also included, representing the early
expansion of Buddhist teaching beyond the Buddhaa??s own voice.

The suttas typically follow a consistent format, beginning with a statement of where and when the
discourse was delivered and who was present, followed by the teaching itself, and often concluding with
the audiencea??s response and their expression of joy at the Buddhaa??s words. This formulaic
structure aided memorization and oral transmission while providing historical context for the teachings.
The suttas reveal the Buddha as a skilled teacher who adapted his message to his audience, using
stories, similes, and logical arguments to make profound truths accessible to people of varying
intellectual and spiritual capacities.

The Abhidhamma Pitaka comprises the third basket and contains the systematic philosophy and
psychology of Buddhism. While the Sutta Pitaka presents teachings in a practical, accessible manner
suitable for a general audience, the Abhidhamma analyzes experience and reality in rigorous, technical
detail suitable for serious practitioners and scholars. The Abhidhamma investigates mind and matter,
breaking them down into their.constituent elements and analyzing their relationships, interactions, and
dynamic processes.

The Abhidhamma provides a phenomenological analysis of experience, examining consciousness,
mental factors, physical processes, and their interdependent arising moment by moment. This detailed
psychological and philosophical analysis serves to deepen understanding of how suffering arises and
how it can be eliminated, providing the theoretical foundation for meditation practice. The Abhidhamma
represents some of the most sophisticated psychological and philosophical thought in ancient Indian
literature, analyzing consciousness with a precision that modern psychology has only recently begun to
approach.

The three Pitakas together provide a comprehensive guide to Buddhist thought and practice, covering
discipline, teaching, and philosophy. Different Buddhist traditions recognize different versions of the
Tripitaka, with the Theravada tradition preserving the Pali Tripitaka while various Mahayana traditions
use Sanskrit or Chinese translations with additional texts not recognized by Theravada Buddhism.

The Khandhakas and Parivara

Within the Vinaya Pitaka, the Khandhakas constitute an important section containing regulations
governing the overall conduct of life in the monastic order. The Khandhakas are divided into two main
sections: the Mahavagga and the Cullavagga. The Mahavagga, or 4??Great Section,a?e contains rules
regarding admission to the Sangha, the observance of the monsoon retreat, procedures for Sangha
meetings, rules about requisites like robes and medicine, and accounts of how various institutions and
practices were established.

Important Buddhist Writers and Philosophers

Ashvaghosha
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Ashvaghosha was a contemporary of the Kushan emperor Kanishka in the 1st-2nd century AD and
represents one of the most versatile intellectuals of ancient India. He excelled in multiple fields, being
simultaneously a poet, dramatist, musician, scholar, and skilled debater. His most famous work, the
Buddhacharita (Acts of the Buddha), is an elegant poetic biography of the Buddha written in classical
Sanskrit kavya style. This work combines devotional sentiment with sophisticated literary artistry,
presenting the Buddhaa??s life in a way that appeals to both religious feeling and aesthetic
appreciation.

Ashvaghosha&??s Saundarananda, another major poetic work, tells the story of the Buddhaa??s half-
brother Nanda and his spiritual journey from worldly attachment to enlightenment. Through this
narrative, Ashvaghosha explores Buddhist psychology and the path to liberation in compelling literary
form. His works demonstrate how Buddhism could express itself through Indiad??s sophisticated
literary traditions, making Buddhist teachings accessible to educated audiences who appreciated
classical Sanskrit literature.

As a dramatist, Ashvaghosha composed plays that used theatrical performance to convey Buddhist
teachings, recognizing drama&a??s power to move audiences emotionally and intellectually. His
expertise in music further enhanced his ability.to present Buddhist ideas through multiple artistic media.
As a debater, Ashvaghosha reportedly defeated/non=Buddhist scholars in philosophical debates,
helping to establish Buddhisméa??s intellectual respectability and.attracting converts through rational
argumentation.

Nagarjuna

Nagarjuna, who lived in approximately the 2nd century AD, stands as one of the most important
philosophers in Buddhist history and indeed in all of Indian philosophy. He was a friend and
contemporary of the Satavahana king Gautamiputra Satakarni (the text mentions Yajnasri
Gautamiputra) of Andhra, receiving royal patronage that supported his scholarly work. Nagarjuna
founded the Madhyamika school of Buddhist philosophy, which became one of the two major
Mahayana philosophical systems.

Nagarjunaa??s philosophy is based on the concept of Shunyata, usually translated as a??emptinessa?
* or a??voidness,a?e hence his system is popularly known as Shunyavada. However, emptiness in
Nagarjunaa??s philosophy does not mean nothingness or nonexistence. Rather, it means that all
phenomena are empty of inherent, independent existence and arise only through dependent
origination. Things exist conventionally but lack the independent, unchanging essence that our normal
perception attributes to them.

Nagarjuna developed his philosophy primarily through critical analysis of existing philosophical
positions, using rigorous logical argumentation to demonstrate the limitations and contradictions in rival
views. His major work, the Mulamadhyamakakarika (Fundamental Verses on the Middle Way),
systematically deconstructs philosophical positions including the substantialist views of some Buddhist
schools and the realist positions of non-Buddhist philosophies. Through this critical method, Nagarjuna
clears away false views and points toward the middle way understanding that avoids both the extreme
of asserting independent existence and the extreme of denying conventional reality.
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Nagarjunaa??s philosophy profoundly influenced not only Buddhism but also Hindu philosophy, as later
Hindu thinkers engaged extensively with his arguments. His logical rigor and philosophical
sophistication established Buddhism as a major force in Indian philosophical discourse and provided
Mahayana Buddhism with a solid intellectual foundation.

Asanga and Vasubandhu

Asanga and Vasubandhu were two brothers who flourished in the Punjab region during the 4th century
AD and who made fundamental contributions to Mahayana Buddhist philosophy. Asanga was the most
important teacher of the Yogachara or Vijnanavada (Consciousness-Only) school, which was founded
by his guru Maitreyanatha. According to tradition, Maitreyanatha may have been either a historical
teacher or the celestial Bodhisattva Maitreya who revealed the teachings to Asanga through visionary
experiences.

Asanga systematized and expanded the Yogachara teachings, presenting a philosophical system
based on the premise that consciousness is the fundamental reality and that what we experience as
external material reality is actually a projection or transformation of consciousness. This idealist
philosophy offered an alternative to both/'the/realism of Hinayana Buddhism and the emptiness
philosophy of Madhyamika, providing Mahayana-Buddhism with a second major philosophical school.

Vasubandhu initially followed the Sarvastivada school of Hinayana Buddhism and composed the
Abhidharmakosa (Treasury of Abhidharma), which systematically presented Sarvastivada philosophy
while also criticizing aspects of it from his own more critical perspective. The Abhidharmakosa became
and remains one of the most important encyclopedic works on Buddhist philosophy, studied by scholars
across different Buddhist traditions. It represents one of the most comprehensive and systematically
organized presentations of Buddhist psychology and philosophy ever composed.

Later in his life, Vasubandhu was converted to Mahayana Buddhism by his brother Asanga and
became a major exponent of Yogachara philosophy. He composed numerous works defending and
elaborating Yogachara doctrines, making the system philosophically rigorous and comprehensive. The
combination of his Hinayana and Mahayana works made Vasubandhu perhaps the most encyclopedic
Buddhist philosopher, commanding both early Buddhist thought and Mahayana developments.

Buddhaghosa

Buddhaghosa lived in the 5th century AD and stands as the greatest scholar and systematizer of
Theravada Buddhism. He was born in India but traveled to Sri Lanka, which by his time had become
the center of Theravada Buddhism. Working at the Mahavihara monastery in Anuradhapura,
Buddhaghosa composed extensive commentaries on the Pali Tripitaka, explaining difficult passages,
resolving apparent contradictions, and systematizing Theravada doctrine.

His most famous work, the Visuddhimagga (Path of Purification), is a comprehensive manual of
Buddhist meditation and philosophy from the Theravada perspective. The Visuddhimagga
systematically presents the entire path from initial ethical conduct through various stages of meditation
to final enlightenment, providing practical guidance combined with philosophical explanation. This work
became the definitive guide to Theravada practice and remains central to Theravada Buddhism to the
present day.
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Buddhaghosaa??s commentaries and original works represent a monumental achievement in Buddhist
literature. He standardized Theravada interpretation of the canon, resolved numerous disputed points,
and presented Theravada teachings in clear, systematic form. His mastery of Pali and his deep
understanding of Buddhist doctrine made him the most authoritative voice in Theravada Buddhism after
the original canon itself. The commentaries and the Visuddhimagga written by him constitute a great
achievement in post-Tripitaka literature, providing the interpretive framework through which Theravada
Buddhism has understood its canonical texts for fifteen hundred years.

Dignaga

Dignaga, the last mighty intellectual of the 5th century AD, is renowned as the founder of Buddhist logic
(pramana). While logic and epistemology had long been important in Indian philosophy, Dignaga
revolutionized these fields by developing a sophisticated system of valid knowledge and reasoning
specifically adapted to Buddhist philosophy. His works established the framework for all subsequent
Buddhist logical and epistemological thought.

Dignaga identified two valid meansyof-knowledge: direct perception (pratyaksha) and inference
(anumana). He carefully analyzed how eachroperates, what their respective scopes are, and how they
can be used reliably to gain knowledge. His theory of perception emphasized its direct, non-conceptual
nature, distinguishing it sharply from the conceptual constructionsthat normally overlay perceptual
experience. His theory of inference developed formal logic to unprecedented sophistication, analyzing
the structure of valid arguments and the fallacies that undermine reasoning.

Dignagaa??s logical works had immense influence not only within Buddhism but throughout Indian
philosophy. Buddhist and non-Buddhist philosophers alike engaged with his arguments, making logic
and epistemology central concerns of Indian philosophical discourse. His systematic approach to valid
knowledge provided Buddhism with powerful tools for defending its positions and critiquing rival
philosophies.

Dharmakirti

Dharmakirti lived in the 7th century AD and was another great Buddhist logician who built upon and
refined Dignagaa??s foundations. He was a subtle philosophical thinker and brilliant dialectician who
expanded Buddhist logic and epistemology while also developing arguments for specifically Buddhist
metaphysical positions. His works combined rigorous logical analysis with sophisticated philosophical
argumentation, making him one of the most formidable intellects in Indian philosophical history.

Dharmakirti composed extensive commentaries on Dignagaa??s works, clarifying and expanding the
earlier logiciana??s theories. His major independent work, the Pramanavartika, systematically presents
Buddhist logic and epistemology while also defending Buddhist metaphysics including momentariness
(the view that all phenomena exist only for an instant), the reliability of perception, and the Buddhist
understanding of causation. Through rigorous logical argumentation, Dharmakirti defended Buddhist
positions against various opponents while developing internal Buddhist philosophy to new levels of
sophistication.

Dharmakirtia??s influence extended far beyond Buddhism. His logical works became required study for
all Indian philosophers regardless of school, establishing a common framework for philosophical
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debate. His arguments against permanent substances and for momentariness influenced broader
Indian discussions of metaphysics. The tradition of Buddhist logic that Dignaga founded and
Dharmakirti developed represents one of the high points of Indian philosophy, demonstrating
Buddhisma??s capacity for systematic rational thought.

The Spread of Buddhism

Factors Enabling Buddhisma??s Expansion

Buddhisma??s transformation from a regional Indian religious movement into a world religion spanning
from Afghanistan to Japan resulted from multiple factors working together. The use of Pali, the
language of the common people, contributed significantly to Buddhisma??s initial spread in India.
Unlike the sacred Sanskrit used by Brahmanical priests, which was restricted to educated elites, Pali
was accessible to ordinary people, allowing Buddhist teachings to reach audiences who could not
access Sanskrit texts. The Buddha himself taught in Magadhi, the vernacular language of his region,
and his teachings were presetved in Pali, a closely related language. This linguistic accessibility
democratized access to religious teaching and allowed Buddhism to spread rapidly among all social
classes.

The organization of the Sangha, the Buddhist monastic community, provided an institutional structure
for preserving and spreading the Buddha&??s teachings. Unlike some religious movements that
depended entirely on individual teachers, Buddhism created a community of monks and nuns dedicated
to preserving the Dharma and transmitting it to future generations. The Sanghaa??s doors were kept
open to everybody regardless of caste, gender (though with some restrictions for women), or social
status. Anyone who sincerely wished to follow the Buddhist path could be ordained and join the
community. This inclusivity contrasted sharply with the exclusivity of Brahmanical religion, where full
participation in ritual and study of sacred texts was restricted to the upper Varnas.

The Sangha served multiple functions in spreading Buddhism. Monks traveled extensively, teaching the
Dharma wherever they went. Monasteries served as centers of learning, providing education not only in
Buddhist teachings but also in various secular subjects including literature, medicine, and astronomy.
The monastic communities provided visible examples of the Buddhist way of life, demonstrating the
possibility and benefits of following the Buddhaa??s teachings. The daily practice of monks going on
alms rounds created regular contact between the monastic community and lay society, maintaining the
connection between religious specialists and ordinary believers.

Imperial Patronage and Missionary Activity

Perhaps the most decisive factor in Buddhisma??s transformation into a world religion was the
patronage of powerful rulers who embraced Buddhism and used their resources and authority to
support its spread. Two hundred years after the Buddhaa??s death, the great Mauryan emperor
Ashoka embraced Buddhism after the bloody Kalinga War, which had caused him profound remorse.
This conversion represented an epoch-making event in Buddhist history. Ashoka did not merely
personally adopt Buddhism but made it a state-supported religion, using imperial resources to promote
Buddhist values and teachings.
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Through his agents and missionaries, Ashoka spread Buddhism far beyond Indiad??s borders into
Central Asia, West Asia, and Sri Lanka, transforming it from an Indian religion into an international
movement. He sent his own son Mahinda and daughter Sanghamitta as missionaries to Sri Lanka,
where they successfully established Buddhism. The Sri Lankan king Devanampiya Tissa converted to
Buddhism, and the religion took deep root on the island, eventually making Sri Lanka the stronghold of
Theravada Buddhism. From Sri Lanka, Buddhism would later spread to Southeast Asia.

Ashokaa??s missionary efforts extended to the Hellenistic kingdoms of the west, with missions sent to
the Greek rulers of Syria, Egypt, Macedonia, and other regions. While Buddhism did not establish
lasting communities in these western regions, the missions exposed the Mediterranean world to
Buddhist ideas and may have influenced Greek philosophy and early Christianity. Missions to Central
Asia were more successful, establishing Buddhism in regions that became important centers of
Buddhist learning and from which Buddhism later spread to China.

Ashoka also promoted Buddhism within his empire through various means. He carved inscriptions on
rocks and pillars throughout his territories, proclaiming Buddhist moral principles and encouraging
people to follow the Dharma. These inscriptions, written in local languages rather than only in Sanskrit,
made Buddhist teachings accessible-to ordinary people. Ashoka established hospitals for humans and
animals, planted shade trees along roads, dug wellsy and undertook other public welfare projects
inspired by Buddhist compassion. These concrete demonstrations.of Buddhisma??s social relevance
enhanced its appeal.

In the 1st century AD, King Kanishka of the Kushan Empire became Buddhisma??s patron, particularly
supporting Mahayana Buddhism. Kanishka controlled territories spanning from northern India through
Central Asia, and his patronage helped establish Buddhism firmly in Central Asian regions including
modern Afghanistan, Pakistan, and parts of Central Asia. Under Kushan patronage, the distinctive
Gandhara school of Buddhist art developed, blending Greek artistic techniques with Buddhist themes
and creating beautiful Buddha images that influenced all subsequent Buddhist art.

From Central Asia, Buddhism spread along the Silk Road to China, arriving there in the 1st century AD.
The long journey of Buddhism across Central Asia and its eventual success in China represents one of
the most remarkable instances of religious and cultural transmission in human history. Buddhism
adapted to Chinese culture, merging with indigenous Confucian and Taoist traditions to create
distinctive Chinese forms of Buddhism including Chan (Zen) and Pure Land Buddhism. From China,
Buddhism spread to Korea, Japan, and Vietnam, becoming a major religious force throughout East
Asia.

Buddhism Beyond India

Buddhisma??s spread beyond India demonstrates both its adaptability and its appeal across different
cultures. In each region, Buddhism encountered existing religious and cultural traditions and engaged in
complex processes of adaptation and synthesis. In Sri Lanka and Southeast Asia, Theravada
Buddhism became dominant, establishing the monastic Sangha as the central religious institution and
maintaining close connections with political authority. Kings supported Buddhism and derived legitimacy
from their role as protectors of the Sasana (Buddhist teaching), while monks provided religious
services, education, and moral guidance to society.
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In Tibet, Buddhism encountered the indigenous Bon religion and, after initial resistance, merged with it
to create distinctive Tibetan Buddhism. Tibetan Buddhism preserved Vajrayana teachings and practices
that were lost in India after Buddhisma??s decline there, making Tibet the primary repository of tantric
Buddhist traditions. The institution of recognized reincarnations of enlightened teachers (tulkus),
including the Dalai Lama as the reincarnation of Avalokiteshvara, became distinctive features of Tibetan
Buddhism.

In China, Japan, and East Asia, Buddhism adapted to Confucian emphasis on social harmony and
family relationships, Taoist interest in spontaneity and nature, and indigenous religious practices.
Chinese Buddhism developed schools emphasizing sudden enlightenment (Chan/Zen), devotion to
Buddha Amitabha (Pure Land), and comprehensive doctrinal systems (Tiantai, Huayan). These schools
spread to Korea and Japan, where they further developed distinctive characteristics adapted to local
cultures.

Despite disappearing from India, Buddhism continued to thrive in the countries of South Asia,
Southeast Asia, and East Asia where it had spread. Today, Buddhism remains a major religious force in
Sri Lanka, Myanmar, Thailand, Laos, Cambodia, Tibet, Mongolia, China, Korea, Japan, and Vietnam. In
recent decades, Buddhism has'also spread to.the West, attracting followers in Europe and the
Americas drawn to its philosophical sophistication, meditation practices, and ethical teachings.

Contributions of Buddhism to Civilization

Ethical and Spiritual Contributions

Buddhism made profound and lasting contributions to human civilization across multiple domains. The
doctrine of ahimsa (non-violence) stands as one of Buddhisma??s most important contributions. While
the concept existed in earlier Indian thought, Buddhism systematized and popularized it, making non-
violence a central ethical principle. Buddhist emphasis on compassion for all living beings influenced
not only religious practice but also social values and even political policies. The commitment to non-
violence inspired later movements including Mahatma Gandhia??s non-violent resistance,
demonstrating Buddhisma??s continuing relevance to modern ethical and political challenges.

Buddhism gave India and the world a religion that was simpler and more accessible than earlier
traditions. It was devoid of the complicated rituals, incomprehensible symbols, and elaborate sacrifices
that characterized Vedic religion. Buddhism focused instead on ethical conduct, mental development,
and wisdom, making spiritual development accessible to ordinary people without requiring priestly
mediation or mastery of complex rituals. This simplification and democratization of religion represented
a revolutionary development, influencing not only Buddhism but also later developments in other
religious traditions.

Religious and Devotional Innovations

Buddhism laid the foundation for image worship in India. While early Buddhism avoided
anthropomorphic representations of the Buddha, by the 1st century AD under Greek influence, beautiful
Buddha images began to be created. The Mahayana Buddhists particularly embraced image worship,
starting the practice of worshipping personal gods and erecting temples. These developments
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transformed Buddhist practice, making devotion (bhakti) central alongside meditation and ethical
conduct. The beautiful Buddha images created in Gandhara, Mathura, and later centers influenced all
subsequent Indian religious art, with Hinduism eventually adopting similar practices of temple worship
and image veneration.

The development of stupa architecture represents another important contribution. Stupas, originally
burial mounds containing relics of the Buddha or other enlightened beings, became distinctively
Buddhist architectural forms that spread throughout Asia. The Great Stupa at Sanchi, built during the
Mauryan period and expanded later, exemplifies this architectural tradition. Stupas became focal points
for devotion, pilgrimage, and meditation, creating sacred spaces that embodied Buddhist cosmology
and teaching. The stupa form influenced architecture throughout Asia, evolving into the pagodas of
East Asia and the chortens of Tibet.

Artistic and Architectural Achievements

Buddhism made perhaps its finest contribution in the realm of art and architecture. The stupas, stone
pillars, rock-cut caves, and sculptures.created under Buddhist patronage represent high points of
ancient Indian art. The Mauryan pillars‘erected by Ashoka, with their polished surfaces, elegant capitals
featuring animals, and inscriptions proclaiming Buddhist principles, demonstrate sophisticated technical
and artistic achievements. The famous lion capital from Sarnath,new Indiaéd??s national emblem,
exemplifies the beauty and power of Mauryan Buddhist art.

The development of Gandhara art by Indo-Greek sculptors created a distinctive fusion style combining
Greek artistic techniques and Buddhist religious themes. Gandhara Buddha images show clear Greek
influence in their realistic modeling, flowing drapery, and classical facial features, while depicting
distinctively Buddhist iconography and conveying Buddhist spiritual ideals. This artistic synthesis
demonstrates Buddhisma??s capacity to engage creatively with foreign influences while maintaining its
essential character.

The rock-cut caves at Ajanta, Ellora, Karla, and other sites represent extraordinary architectural and
artistic achievements. These caves served as monasteries, meditation halls, and worship spaces,
carved directly into hillsides with remarkable skill. The paintings in Ajanta caves, depicting Buddhist
stories and celestial beings, are among the finest examples of ancient Indian painting, displaying
sophisticated technique, subtle psychology, and profound spirituality. These artistic achievements
influenced artistic traditions throughout Asia and continue to inspire artists and art lovers worldwide.

Intellectual and Educational Contributions

Buddhism enriched literature and philosophy across Asia. In India, it contributed immensely to Pali
literature, producing not only religious texts but also grammatical treatises, historical chronicles, and
literary works. The Pali canon represents one of the oldest and most extensive collections of ancient
Indian literature, preserving not only religious teachings but also valuable information about ancient
Indian society, culture, and thought. Buddhist Sanskrit literature, including Mahayana sutras and
philosophical treatises, similarly enriched Sanskrit as a medium of philosophical and religious
expression.

Page 26
SHRI RAM IAS - Best IAS Coaching in Delhi



SHRI RAM IAS
8882939805, 9958635276

Buddhism led to the establishment of some of the worlda??s first residential universities. Nalanda in
Bihar became one of the ancient worlda??s greatest centers of learning, attracting students from across
Asia. At its height, Nalanda housed thousands of monks studying not only Buddhism but also logic,
grammar, medicine, mathematics, and other subjects. Vikramashila, also in Bihar, became particularly
important for Vajrayana Buddhism and tantric studies. Vallabhi in Gujarat and Taxila in the
northwestern frontier region were other important Buddhist educational centers. These institutions
preserved and transmitted knowledge, trained scholars and monks, and served as international centers
of learning where students from different countries studied together.

The tradition of logical and epistemological inquiry developed by Buddhist philosophers like Dignaga
and Dharmakirti contributed to broader Indian intellectual culture and influenced philosophical traditions
across Asia. Buddhist contributions to logic, psychology, and philosophy enriched human
understanding and demonstrated religiona??s compatibility with rigorous rational inquiry.

Economic and International Contributions

Buddhism promoted trade and.commerce through multiple mechanisms. The Buddhist emphasis on
generosity encouraged wealthy ‘'merchants to-donate to monasteries and support religious activities,
creating economic flows that benefited both religious and commercial sectors. Buddhist monasteries,
particularly large institutions like Nalanda, became significant’'ecenomic actors, owning land, managing
resources, and engaging in commercial transactions. The concentration of people and resources at
monasteries created markets and stimulated local economies.

Most importantly, through its missionaries and the travel of monks and pilgrims in different countries,
Buddhism broke Indiaa??s isolation and established intimate relationships between India and the rest
of the world. Buddhist monks traveling to spread the Dharma carried not only religious teachings but
also Indian cultural practices, artistic styles, scientific knowledge, and commercial information. These
religious ambassadors created networks connecting India with Central Asia, Southeast Asia, and East
Asia, facilitating not just religious but also cultural and commercial exchange.

Chinese pilgrims like Faxian and Xuanzang traveled to India to study Buddhism and collect texts,
writing detailed accounts of their journeys that provide invaluable historical information about ancient
India. Their accounts describe Indian geography, political conditions, social customs, and religious
practices, offering perspectives that complement indigenous Indian sources. The international
connections established through Buddhism created cosmopolitan networks that enriched all
participating civilizations, making Buddhism one of historya??s most important vehicles for cross-
cultural exchange.

The Decline of Buddhism in India

Internal Factors

By the twelfth century AD, Buddhism had become practically extinct in the land of its birth, a remarkable
reversal for a religion that had once been Indiad??s dominant faith. This decline resulted from multiple
interrelated factors, both internal to Buddhism and external. Understanding Buddhisma??s decline
provides important lessons about religious dynamics and the challenges facing religious institutions.
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Ironically, Buddhism became a victim to some of the very evils of Brahmanism against which it had
originally fought. In its early centuries, Buddhism opposed empty ritualism, priestly authority, and the
use of Sanskrit as an exclusive scholarly language. However, over time, Buddhism itself developed
elaborate rituals, powerful monastic hierarchies, and increasing reliance on Sanskrit rather than
vernacular languages. These developments distanced Buddhism from ordinary people and undermined
the accessibility and simplicity that had originally been among its great strengths.

Buddhist monks gradually became cut off from the mainstream of peoplea??s lives. Early Buddhist
monks had daily contact with lay society through their alms rounds, teaching activities, and participation
in community life. However, as monasteries became wealthy and economically self-sufficient, monks
had less need for interaction with lay communities. They gave up Pali, the language of the people, and
increasingly used Sanskrit, the language of intellectuals and elites. This linguistic shift made Buddhist
teachings less accessible to ordinary people, who found it difficult to understand Sanskrit texts and
discourses.

The shift to Sanskrit was part of a broader process of Buddhism becoming more scholastic and
philosophical. While intellectual*sophistication has its value, the increasing emphasis on complex
philosophical debates and schelastic-learning.made Buddhism less relevant to ordinary lay people
seeking spiritual guidance and practical ‘ethical teaching. The religion that had once appealed through
its practical approach to ending suffering became increasinglyiassociated with abstruse philosophical
debates comprehensible only to trained scholars.

Hinduisma??s Response and Reform

During the same period that Buddhism was becoming more institutionalized and detached from popular
life, Hinduism underwent internal reform that made it more competitive with Buddhism. Hindu reformers
stressed bhakti (loving devotion) to personal gods, offering an emotionally satisfying religious path that
required neither philosophical sophistication nor monastic renunciation. This bhakti movement, which
gained momentum from approximately the 6th century AD onward, provided Hinduism with popular
appeal similar to what Buddhism had once possessed.

Hindu reformers adopted some Buddhist ethical principles while maintaining Hindu theological and
social frameworks. They emphasized non-violence toward cattle, incorporating into Hinduism the
protection of cows that Buddhism had advocated for all animals. This adoption of Buddhist ethical
principles while maintaining Hindu identity provided a middle path that appealed to many Indians.
Efforts were also made to improve womena??s position in society, addressing another area where
Buddhism had initially held advantage through its admission of women to the Sangha.

Furthermore, Hindu philosophers like Shankara in the 8th century engaged Buddhism in philosophical
debate and developed sophisticated non-dualistic (Advaita) philosophy that addressed similar ultimate
guestions about reality and liberation that Buddhism addressed. Shankara reportedly traveled
throughout India debating Buddhist scholars and reestablishing Hindu philosophical authority. His
philosophy incorporated some Buddhist insights, particularly regarding the illusory nature of
phenomenal reality, while reaffirming Hindu concepts like Brahman and Atman that Buddhism had
rejected.

Corruption and Decline of Monastic Institutions
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From the first century AD, as Buddhism increasingly practiced idol worship, monasteries began
receiving numerous offerings from devotees. This influx of wealth created problems that ultimately
contributed to Buddhisma??s decline. Some monasteries became extraordinarily wealthy. For example,
Nalanda monastery by the seventh century AD collected revenue from as many as two hundred villages
granted to it by various rulers. This wealth, while enabling impressive educational and cultural activities,
also created temptations and corrupted monastic discipline.

By the seventh century AD, Buddhist monasteries had come to be dominated by ease-loving individuals
rather than serious spiritual seekers. The strict discipline and ascetic practices that had characterized
early Buddhism were increasingly neglected. Monasteries became comfortable establishments where
monks enjoyed security and status rather than sites of intense spiritual practice. Some monks engaged
in corrupt practices including accumulating personal wealth, maintaining inappropriate relationships,
and neglecting meditation and study. These corruptions directly violated the principles that Gautama
Buddha had strictly prohibited and undermined Buddhisma??s moral authority.

The rise of Vajrayana Buddhism, with its incorporation of tantric practices including sexual symbolism
and ritual, scandalized many Qbseryvers and provided fodder for critics. While Vajrayana had legitimate
spiritual rationales for its practices, they could be easily misunderstood or misused. The entry of women
into Buddhist monasteries, while originally representing, Buddhisma??s progressive character, in the
context of declining monastic discipline sometimes led to scandals.that damaged Buddhisma??s
reputation.

External Threats and Final Extinction

External attacks contributed significantly to Buddhisma??s final extinction in India. The attacks of Huna
king Mihirakula in the 6th century AD devastated Buddhist monasteries and killed many monks in
northwestern India. The Hunas were not merely conquerors seeking tribute but were actively hostile to
Buddhism, destroying monasteries, smashing Buddha images, and persecuting Buddhist communities.
These attacks destroyed much of Buddhisméa??s institutional infrastructure in regions where it had been
strong.

The Turkish invasions beginning in the 11th century and intensifying in the 12th century proved
catastrophic for Indian Buddhism. The Turkish invaders, motivated by Islamic zeal, specifically targeted
Buddhist and Hindu religious institutions. Buddhist monasteries, with their concentration of monks,
wealth, and libraries, were particularly vulnerable targets. The destruction of great monastic universities
like Nalanda and Vikramashila by Turkish invaders dealt devastating blows to Buddhism. Thousands of
monks were killed, invaluable libraries containing Buddhist texts accumulated over centuries were
burned, and the institutional infrastructure that had preserved and transmitted Buddhist teachings was
destroyed.

The concentrated institutional nature of Buddhism, which had been a strength enabling organized
teaching and preservation of texts, became a vulnerability when those institutions were systematically
destroyed. Unlike Hinduism, which was more diffused through family and caste structures and did not
depend as heavily on monasteries and central institutions, Buddhism struggled to survive the
destruction of its institutional base. Without monasteries to train monks, preserve texts, and maintain
traditions, Buddhism in India rapidly declined.
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Furthermore, Buddhisma??s dependence on royal patronage meant that when political conditions
changed and rulers no longer supported Buddhism, the religion lost crucial backing. As Hindu kingdoms
replaced Buddhist or religiously mixed kingdoms, royal patronage shifted to Hindu temples and
Brahmins. Without institutional support and royal backing, Buddhism found it increasingly difficult to
maintain its presence in Indian society.

The decline of Buddhism in India represents a cautionary tale about religious institutions. Success can
breed complacency and corruption. Wealth can undermine spiritual commitment. Detachment from
popular life can make religion irrelevant. External threats can destroy even well-established institutions
if internal vitality has been lost. However, while Buddhism largely disappeared from India by the 13th
century, it had already spread across Asia where it continued to flourish, demonstrating that while
institutions may decline, profound teachings can persist and spread through new channels.

Conclusion

Buddhism represents one of the most significant religious and philosophical movements to emerge from
India and one of humanitya??s:mest influential spiritual traditions. From its origins in the personal quest
of Siddhartha Gautama for understanding and-liberation from suffering, Buddhism developed into a
comprehensive system of thought and practice‘that/has shaped civilizations across Asia and
increasingly influences the modern world.

The Buddha&??s core teaching, centered on the Four Noble Truths and the Noble Eightfold Path,
provides a practical and rational approach to ending suffering through understanding its causes and
following a balanced path of ethical conduct, mental discipline, and wisdom. This teachinga??s
combination of philosophical depth and practical applicability has enabled Buddhism to appeal to
diverse audiences across cultures and historical periods.

Buddhisma??s evolution through Hinayana, Mahayana, and Vajrayana forms demonstrates the
traditiona??s capacity for development and adaptation while maintaining core principles. Each school
emphasized different aspects of the Buddhaa??s teaching and developed distinctive practices,
philosophies, and institutions suited to different contexts and temperaments. This diversity within
Buddhism has been a source of richness rather than fragmentation, allowing the tradition to meet varied
spiritual needs.

The extensive Buddhist literature, from the canonical Tripitaka to the sophisticated philosophical works
of Nagarjuna, Vasubandhu, and others, represents one of the worlda??s great intellectual and spiritual
traditions. These texts preserve not only religious teachings but also valuable insights into psychology,
philosophy, ethics, and the human condition that remain relevant and valuable today.

Buddhisma??s contributions to civilization extend far beyond the religious sphere. Its emphasis on non-
violence, compassion, and ethical conduct has influenced moral thought and social practice across Asia
and beyond. Its artistic and architectural achievements, from the stupas of India to the temples of
Southeast Asia and the pagodas of East Asia, represent some of humanitya??s greatest cultural
treasures. Its establishment of educational institutions and promotion of learning contributed
significantly to intellectual development. Its role in facilitating cultural exchange and understanding
across Asian civilizations made it one of historya??s most important vehicles for international
connection.
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For UPSC aspirants, understanding Buddhism is crucial not merely for answering examination
guestions but for comprehending major historical, cultural, and philosophical developments that shaped
Indian and Asian civilization. Buddhisma??s emergence from the Mahajanapada perioda??s social and
economic changes demonstrates the relationship between religious movements and their historical
contexts. Its evolution through different schools shows how ideas develop and adapt over time. Its
spread across Asia illustrates processes of cultural transmission and adaptation. Its contributions to art,
architecture, and learning demonstrate religiona??s role in civilizational development. Its eventual
decline in India while flourishing elsewhere provides lessons about institutional dynamics and historical

change.
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