history of buddhism in india

The rich tapestry of India's spiritual landscape is indelibly marked by the profound and transformative
teachings of Buddhism. From its inception as a revolutionary spiritual movement to its eventual decline
and subsequent resurgence, the history of Buddhism in India is a captivating journey through philosophy,
art, politics, and societal change. This article delves into the origins of this influential religion, tracing its
early development, its golden age of patronage, the internal schisms that shaped its diverse schools, the
reasons for its gradual decline within its homeland, and its enduring legacy. Understanding the history of
Buddhism in India provides crucial insights into the evolution of Indian thought and its impact on the

global spiritual consciousness.
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The Genesis: Siddhartha Gautama and the Birth of Buddhism

The history of Buddhism in India fundamentally begins with the life and teachings of Siddhartha Gautama,
who would later be known as the Buddha, the "Enlightened One." Born a prince in Lumbini (modern-day
Nepal) around the 6th century BCE, Siddhartha lived a life of privilege, shielded from the harsh realities of
suffering. However, his encounters with an old man, a sick man, a corpse, and a renunciant monk exposed

him to the universal truths of impermanence, suffering, and the possibility of liberation from this cycle.

Driven by a profound desire to understand and overcome suffering, Siddhartha renounced his princely life
and embarked on a spiritual quest, practicing severe asceticism for several years. Yet, he realized that
extreme self-mortification was not the path to enlightenment. Following a middle way, he achieved
enlightenment under the Bodhi tree in Bodh Gaya, India, and began to teach his insights, known as the
Dharma. His first sermon at Sarnath, near Varanasi, laid out the Four Noble Truths and the Eightfold Path,

forming the core principles of what would become Buddhism.

The early followers of the Buddha formed a monastic community, the Sangha, which played a crucial role
in preserving and disseminating his teachings. The Buddha's emphasis on mindfulness, ethical conduct, and
wisdom resonated deeply with many, offering a path to spiritual awakening accessible to all, regardless of
caste or social standing. This accessibility was a significant departure from some existing Brahmanical

traditions of the time.

The Early Spread and Royal Patronage of Buddhism in India

Following the Buddha's mahaparinirvana (final passing), his teachings were primarily transmitted orally
by the Sangha. The Third Buddhist Council, convened under the patronage of Emperor Ashoka the Great
of the Maurya Empire in the 3rd century BCE, marked a pivotal moment in the early spread of Buddhism
across India. Ashoka, after a brutal war in Kalinga, experienced a profound spiritual transformation and
embraced Buddhism.

Ashoka's conversion led to unprecedented royal patronage for the religion. He actively promoted Buddhist
principles through edicts inscribed on pillars and rocks throughout his vast empire. These edicts
emphasized compassion, non-violence (ahimsa), religious tolerance, and social welfare. Ashoka dispatched
missionaries to various regions, including Sri Lanka, and is credited with sending the first Buddhist

missions abroad, significantly contributing to the religion's early expansion beyond India's borders.

The Maurya Empire provided a stable political framework that facilitated the dissemination of Buddhist
ideas. Monasteries and stupas were built, serving as centers for learning and religious practice. The
patronage of subsequent dynasties, such as the Shunga and Satavahana dynasties, also contributed to the

growth of Buddhism, even as Brahmanical traditions also continued to thrive. The Sangha grew in size and



influence, becoming a vibrant intellectual and spiritual force.

The Flourishing of Buddhist Philosophy and Art in Ancient

India

The centuries following Ashoka's reign witnessed a significant flourishing of Buddhist philosophy,
scholarship, and art in India. Buddhism became a major intellectual force, with numerous universities and
monastic centers emerging as hubs of learning. Nalanda University in Bihar, for instance, became a
renowned international center of Buddhist studies, attracting scholars and students from across Asia,

including China and Korea. Other prominent centers included Taxila, Vikramashila, and Odantapuri.

Buddhist philosophers developed sophisticated metaphysical and epistemological doctrines. Different schools
of thought emerged, each with its unique interpretations of the Buddha's teachings. The Mahayana
tradition, which gained prominence during this period, emphasized the ideal of the Bodhisattva—an
enlightened being who delays their own nirvana to help others achieve enlightenment. This

compassionate ideal deeply influenced Buddhist practice and philosophy.

The artistic expressions of Buddhism during this era were equally remarkable. Gandhara art, influenced by
Greco-Roman styles, produced early anthropomorphic representations of the Buddha. Mathura art, on the
other hand, developed a distinct Indian style. The construction of magnificent stupas, chaitya halls (prayer
halls), and viharas (monasteries), often adorned with intricate sculptures and frescoes, showcased the deep
devotion and artistic prowess of Buddhist practitioners. The Ajanta Caves, with their breathtaking wall
paintings depicting Jataka tales (stories of the Buddha's past lives), are a testament to the artistic

achievements of this period.

The Major Schools of Buddhist Thought in India

Over time, diverse interpretations and practices emerged within Buddhism, leading to the development of
several major schools. These schools, while sharing core Buddhist principles, differed in their philosophical

emphasis, monastic rules, and soteriological goals.

¢ Theravada Buddhism: Often translated as "The Way of the Elders," Theravada is considered the
oldest surviving school. It adheres closely to the early Pali Canon, emphasizing the teachings of the
historical Buddha and the ideal of the Arhat (one who has attained individual liberation). Theravada

flourished in regions like Sri Lanka and later spread to Southeast Asia.



e Mahayana Buddhism: Meaning "Great Vehicle," Mahayana Buddhism developed in India around the
ist century CE. It introduced concepts such as the Bodhisattva ideal, emptiness (sunyata), and the
Buddha-nature. Mahayana emphasizes universal salvation and the idea that all beings have the
potential to become Buddhas. Major Mahayana schools that originated in India include Madhyamaka

and Yogacara.

¢ Vajrayana Buddhism: Also known as Tantric Buddhism, Vajrayana emerged from Mahayana
traditions in India, particularly from the 5th century CE onwards. It incorporates tantric techniques,
mantras, mandalas, and guru yoga to achieve enlightenment more rapidly. Vajrayana is prominent in

Tibetan Buddhism and other traditions in the Himalayan regions.

Each of these schools contributed to the rich intellectual and spiritual heritage of Buddhism in India. The
philosophical debates between these schools, often recorded in vast commentaries and treatises, pushed the

boundaries of Indian philosophical thought.

Factors Contributing to the Decline of Buddhism in India

Despite its initial success and periods of royal patronage, Buddhism gradually declined in India from around

the 7th century CE onwards. Several interwoven factors contributed to this decline:

¢ Revival of Hinduism: The resurgence and reform of Hinduism, particularly the rise of devotional
movements (Bhakti) and the philosophical system of Advaita Vedanta championed by figures like
Adi Shankaracharya, provided a strong revival for indigenous traditions. The Puranic traditions, with

their accessible deities and elaborate rituals, began to attract a broader following.

¢ Loss of Royal Patronage: As the political landscape shifted with the decline of empires that had
supported Buddhism, the religion often lost crucial state funding and protection. Conversely, some

later rulers favored Hinduism, leading to a gradual withdrawal of support for Buddhist institutions.

¢ Internal Strife and Diversification: While diversification led to rich philosophical schools, it also
sometimes led to internal disagreements. Furthermore, the increasing influence of tantric practices
within Vajrayana Buddhism, while innovative, also led to esoteric developments that may have

alienated some adherents.

e Invasions and Destruction of Monasteries: The invasions by Turkic rulers starting in the late 12th
century CE, most notably the Ghurid dynasty and later the Delhi Sultanate, led to the destruction of
major Buddhist monastic centers, including Nalanda, Vikramashila, and Odantapuri. These invasions

disrupted the monastic system, dispersed scholars, and caused significant loss of religious texts and art.



¢ Assimilation and Syncretism: Some scholars argue that aspects of Buddhist philosophy and practice
were gradually assimilated into Hinduism, leading to a blurring of distinctions in the eyes of the
general populace. For example, the Buddha was sometimes incorporated into the Hindu pantheon as

an avatar of Vishnu.

These factors combined to significantly diminish the presence of Buddhism as a dominant religious force

within India, although it continued to thrive in other parts of Asia.

The Resurgence and Modern Legacy of Buddhism in India

While Buddhism faded as a major organized religion in India for several centuries, its spiritual legacy
remained embedded in the cultural consciousness. The modern era has witnessed a significant resurgence

of interest in Buddhism within India, driven by several factors.

The most prominent figure in this revival was Dr. B.R. Ambedkar, a prominent leader of the Dalit
(formerly "untouchable") community. In 1956, on the eve of his death, Ambedkar publicly converted to
Buddhism along with millions of his followers. This mass conversion was a powerful statement against the
caste system, which had historically excluded Dalits from mainstream society. Ambedkar saw Buddhism,

with its emphasis on equality and social justice, as a path to liberation from caste oppression.

Following Ambedkar's lead, Buddhism has experienced a revival among the Dalit community, who have
embraced it as a religion that offers dignity and social mobility. Numerous Buddhist centers and temples

have been established across India, fostering renewed practice and study.

Furthermore, the growing global interest in Buddhism has also contributed to its resurgence in India.
Pilgrimage sites like Bodh Gaya, Sarnath, and Kushinagar have become important international destinations
for Buddhists worldwide. The establishment of the Mahabodhi Society and other organizations has played a

vital role in preserving and promoting Buddhist heritage sites.

The modern history of Buddhism in India is thus characterized by both the rediscovery of its ancient roots
and its reinterpretation as a force for social change and spiritual awakening in contemporary society. The
ethical principles, meditative practices, and philosophical insights of Buddhism continue to offer valuable

guidance for navigating the complexities of the modern world.



Conclusion: The Enduring Influence of Buddhism on India

The history of Buddhism in India is a testament to the profound and lasting impact of a spiritual movement
that originated on its sacred soil. From the foundational teachings of Siddhartha Gautama to the sophisticated
philosophical schools and the magnificent artistic achievements, Buddhism shaped the intellectual and
cultural landscape of ancient India in indelible ways. Despite facing periods of decline due to a complex
interplay of religious, political, and social factors, the spirit of Buddhism was never truly extinguished. Its
recent revival, significantly driven by its embrace as a path to social justice and equality, underscores its
enduring relevance and its power to inspire transformation. The ongoing presence and renewed interest in
Buddhism in India continue to enrich its spiritual heritage, demonstrating that the "history of Buddhism in
India" is not merely a recounting of the past, but a living testament to an evolving tradition that continues

to influence hearts and minds.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the primary reason for Buddhism's decline in India after its
flourishing period?

The decline of Buddhism in India is attributed to a complex interplay of factors, including the resurgence of
Hinduism, the absorption of Buddhist philosophical concepts into Hindu traditions, the decline of royal

patronage, the weakening of monastic institutions, and the impact of invasions, particularly the Turkic

invasions in the medieval period.

‘Who is considered the founder of Buddhism, and what are the key tenets
of his teachings?

Siddhartha Gautama, later known as the Buddha, is the founder of Buddhism. His core teachings, often
summarized as the Four Noble Truths, address the nature of suffering (dukkha), its cause

(craving/attachment), its cessation, and the path to its cessation (the Noble Eightfold Path).

What role did Emperor Ashoka play in the spread of Buddhism in

ancient India?

Emperor Ashoka of the Maurya Empire (3rd century BCE) was a pivotal figure. After a brutal conquest, he
embraced Buddhism and became a devout follower. He actively promoted the religion by sending
missionaries to various regions, erecting stupas and pillars inscribed with Buddhist teachings, and

advocating for ethical conduct and non-violence.



How did Buddhism adapt and evolve during its early centuries in India?

In its early centuries, Buddhism underwent significant evolution. Schools like Theravada and Mahayana
emerged, with Mahayana introducing concepts like Bodhisattvas (enlightened beings who postpone their
own nirvana to help others) and a more elaborate cosmology. These developments reflect evolving

philosophical and practical approaches to the Buddhist path.

‘What were some of the major philosophical contributions of Buddhism to
Indian thought?

Buddhism introduced significant philosophical concepts into the Indian intellectual landscape. Key
contributions include the doctrine of 'no-self' (anatta/anatman), the emphasis on impermanence
(anicca/anitya), the rigorous analysis of causality (dependent origination), and the focus on mindfulness and

meditation as pathways to liberation.

What significant archaeological sites in India offer insights into the history
of Buddhism?

Numerous archaeological sites provide invaluable insights. Sanchi, Sarnath, Bodh Gaya, Ajanta and Ellora
Caves, and Amaravati are particularly important, showcasing ancient stupas, monasteries, rock-cut temples,

and intricate sculptures that illustrate Buddhist art, architecture, and practices across different periods.

How did Buddhism interact with existing religious and cultural traditions
in India?

Buddhism did not arise in a vacuum. It engaged with and influenced prevailing Brahmanical traditions, as
well as Jainism. While it offered an alternative to certain aspects of Hinduism, there was also a significant

degree of syncretism, with Buddhist ideas and practices being absorbed into Hindu traditions, and vice

versa.

What were the monastic centers of learning that played a crucial role in
the development of Buddhism in India?

Ancient India boasted renowned monastic centers of learning that were vibrant hubs for Buddhist
scholarship and practice. Nalanda, Vikramashila, Takshashila (ancient), and Valabhi were major universities
attracting students and scholars from across Asia, where advanced philosophical debates and the compilation

of scriptures took place.

What is the current status of Buddhism in India today, and are there



efforts to revive its presence?

‘While Buddhism is no longer a majority religion in India, it maintains a presence, particularly in regions
like Ladakh, Sikkim, and Arunachal Pradesh, and among certain communities who converted. There are
ongoing efforts by various organizations and individuals to revive Buddhist heritage, promote Buddhist
tourism, and re-establish monasteries and educational institutions, often drawing inspiration from the global

resurgence of interest in Buddhism.

Additional Resources

Here is a numbered list of 9 book titles related to the history of Buddhism in India, with descriptions:
1. Buddhism: The First 2500 Years by Edward Conze

This seminal work offers a comprehensive overview of Buddhism's development from its origins in
ancient India to its global spread. Conze meticulously traces the historical evolution of Buddhist thought,
doctrines, and practices. It is an essential resource for understanding the philosophical underpinnings and

historical trajectory of this major world religion.
2. The Life of Buddha: As Told by an Outsider by Raja Rao

While a fictionalized account, Raja Rao's novel deeply engages with the historical and spiritual context of
the Buddha's life. It presents the story of Siddhartha Gautama's journey to enlightenment through a
compelling narrative lens. The book captures the essence of the early Buddhist teachings and their impact

on the Indian subcontinent.
3. A History of Indian Buddhism by Akira Hirakawa

Hirakawa's scholarly tome is a foundational text for anyone serious about the history of Buddhism in India.
It provides a rigorous and detailed analysis of the various schools, philosophical debates, and historical
developments within Indian Buddhism. The book is highly regarded for its academic depth and extensive

research.
4. The Buddha and His Dhamma by B.R. Ambedkar

Authored by a prominent leader of the Dalit movement, this book reinterprets the Buddha's teachings from
the perspective of social justice and equality. Ambedkar argues for Buddhism as a philosophy that addresses
the injustices prevalent in Indian society. It highlights the historical struggle for liberation and the role

Buddhism played in it.

5. In the Footsteps of the Buddha: An Illusionist's Journey by Gil Fronsdal



Fronsdal, a respected Buddhist teacher and scholar, offers a more personal and accessible exploration of early
Buddhism. He traces the historical narrative of the Buddha's life and teachings while weaving in insights
for contemporary practice. The book aims to make the historical roots of Buddhism relatable to a modern

audience.
6. The Spread of Buddhism by Bhikku Nanamoli

This book, though not solely focused on India, begins with its crucial role in the early dissemination of
Buddhism. Nanamoli meticulously examines the transmission of Buddhist ideas and practices from India to
other parts of Asia. It underscores the significance of the Indian cultural and intellectual landscape in

shaping Buddhism's initial growth.
7. Early Buddhism and Christianity: A Comparative Study by G.C. Pande

Pande's comparative work offers a historical and philosophical analysis of early Buddhism and early
Christianity, with a strong emphasis on their Indian context. He explores the intellectual milieu of ancient
India and how it influenced the development of Buddhist thought. The book provides a nuanced

understanding of the foundational periods of both traditions.
8. The Historical Buddha: The Times, Life, and Teachings of the Founder of Buddhism by Don Juan

Don Juan's work presents a detailed and accessible biography of Siddhartha Gautama, situating him firmly
within his historical and cultural context in ancient India. The book delves into the social, political, and
religious landscape that shaped the Buddha's life and message. It aims to demystify the historical figure and

his teachings.
9. Buddhism in India: The Destruction of a Civilization by Arun Shourie

This controversial and provocative book examines the decline and eventual disappearance of Buddhism as a
dominant force in India. Shourie attributes this decline to various factors, including internal weaknesses and
external pressures. It presents a critical perspective on the historical trajectory of Buddhism within its

homeland.
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