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TRANSLATOR'S PREFACE

THE JAPANESE VERSION of this book, Indo Bukkyoshi, volume 1, was
published by Shunjasha of Tokyo in 1974; volume 2, not included here,
was published in 1979. When Hirakawa began work on it, he intended
to write a handbook for students interested in the development of Bud-
dhism across Asia that would serve as a useful guide to the basic issues
in Buddhist doctrine, history, and bibliography. Although the project
soon became much longer and had a narrower focus than he had origi-
nally planned, it benefited in at least two ways from Hirakawa’s origi-
nal intention. First, it is an exceptionally comprehensive discussion of
Indian Buddhism, treating its history, doctrine, and bibliography with
an admirable degree of completeness. Most of the significant topics in
Indian Buddhism are discussed in some detail. Second, it is a very
clearly written text. Because Hirakawa wrote it with students as the
intended audience, he composed it in a style that could be readily
understood by students and informed general readers.

The present volume is a translation of the first of Hirakawa’s two-
volume history. It covers the period from sékyamuni Buddha to Early
Mahayana just before Nagarjuna and includes the periods on which
Hirakawa did most of his own earlier research. From 1960 to 1968, he
published three important studies on Buddhist institutions: Ritsuzé no
kenkyi (A study of the Vinaya-pitaka), Genshi Bukkyd no kenkyi (A study of
Early Buddhism), and Shok: Datjo Bukkyd no kenkyi (Studies in Early
Mahayana Buddhism). These studies, all coming out of his interest in
the vinaya, demonstrated his mastery of Indian Buddhist institutional
history. This research was particularly important in his formulation of a
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VIII TRANSLATOR’S PREFACE

new theory of the rise of Mahayana. By focusing on the need to identify
an institutional base from which Mahayana arose, Hirakawa argued
that stdpa worship and the formulation of Mahayana sets of precepts
provided important evidence for the development of Mahayana Bud-
dhism. _

Besides these book-length studies, Hirakawa has written over 240
articles on various aspects of Buddhism. These cover a wide variety of
issues, such as the usage of fundamental terms or the roles particular
figures played in the Indian Buddhist tradition. The ideas advanced in
many of these articles and the background research that went into them
have been incorporated into this history.

Hirakawa has also been aware of the need for improved reference
tools for scholars. He is currently supervising the compilation of a Chi-
nese-Sanskrit Buddhist dictionary, a tool that will assist scholars in mak-
ing better use of Chinese translations of Indian texts. He has also been
an advocate of the use of computers in Buddhist studies. One of the ear-
liest results of this interest was the publication of a detailed and comput-
erized index of the articles in Indogaku Bukkyogaku kenkya (Journal of
Indian and Buddhist Studies), one of the leading publications on Bud-
dhism in Japan. His interest in reference tools also led to his supervision
of a concordance of the Sanskrit, Tibetan, and Chinese versions of
Vasubandhu’s Abkidharmakosa (Kusharon sakuin). Because the Abhidhar-
makosa is one of the most systematic expositions of Buddhist doctrine
ever composed, it has been an influential text across Asia, even among
those who did not accept many of its positions. The doctrinal exposition
of abhidharma thought in Hirakawa’s History of Indian Buddhism is based
primarily on the Abhidharmakosa.

This volume thus incorporates Hirakawa’s mature views on subjects
that he has studied in depth for several decades. It is published here as
an independent work, giving an overall view of the first half of Indian
Buddhist history. The second volume of Hirakawa’s history covers
Indian Buddhism from Nagarjuna through Tantric Buddhism and the
decline of Buddhism in India.

As Hirakawa notes in his preface, the understanding of the history of
Indian Buddhism is an ongoing process that must be continually elabo-
rated and revised as our knowledge of the subject expands. He thus sees
his own work as being improved upon by subsequent histories of Indian
Buddhism by both Japanese and Western scholars. Hirakawa’s histori-
cal interpretation is representative of Indian Buddhism as it is viewed
by many, but certainly not all, Japanese scholars. It also differs from the
perspective of many Western authors who have written histories of
Indian Buddhism. Three ways in which Hirakawa’s treatment differs
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TRANSLATOR’S PREFACE IX

from most of the histories of Indian Buddhism written in English are
elaborated below: (1) use of primary sources, (2) secondary scholarship
consulted, and (3) comprehensive coverage.

First, English-language surveys of Indian Buddhism have relied pre-
dominantly upon Sanskrit and Pali primary source materials, often
ignoring important primary source materials available in Chinese and
Tibetan translation. In contrast, Hirakawa has utilized materials from
Chinese and Tibetan as well as Sanskrit and Pali. For example,
English-language surveys have usually depended upon Pali materials
for their presentation of Early Buddhism, mainly because these sources
have been extensively studied by British, Indian, and Sri Lankan schol-
ars as a result of Britain’s historical ties with South Asia. For similar
reasons, abhidharma studies in English have usually concentrated on the
Theravada tradition. Hirakawa has been able to use Chinese transla-
_ tions of early Buddhist texts such as the agamas and abhidharma texts to
better place the Pali material in the context of Indian Buddhism as a
whole. For example, in the field of abhidharma, Hirakawa places his
emphasis on the development of the Sarvastivada tradition rather than
on Theravada, primarily because the Sarvastivada material helps eluci-
date later Mahayana developments. However, far from ignoring the
Pali material, Hirakawa describes its place in the development of
Indian Buddhism and uses it to provide a contrast with the Sarvastivada
interpretations. In addition, Hirakawa has used the scant source mate-
rial concerning the Mahasanghika and other schools to elucidate the
role that these traditions played in the evolution of Indian Buddhism.

Many English-language surveys of Indian Buddhism rely primarily
on undated Sansrit materials for much of their presentation of Maha-
yana; Hirakawa has used these sources, but also has employed dated
Chinese translations of Mahayana sources as well as inscriptions from
archeological sites to present a much fuller description of the origin,
development, and social setting of Mahayana. His treatment of later
Mahayana developments in the second volume has benefited from the
increasing use of Tibetan materials by Japanese scholars. The impor-
tance of Chinese and Tibetan materials is reflected in the chapters of
Hirakawa’s work that discuss sources for the study of each period of
Buddhism.

Second, Hirakawa has utilized secondary studies that have been
ignored by many scholars who wrote in English. Modern Japanese
scholars have published more on Buddhism than the rest of the world
combined. A bibliography of journal articles on Buddhism published by
Japanese authors between 1970 and 1983 includes almost four thousand
entries on Indian Buddhism (Ryikoku daigaku Bukkyogaku kenkya-
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shitsu [ed.], Bukkyogaku kanke: zasshi ronbun bunrui mokuroku [Kyoto:
Nagata Bunshado, 1986], vol. 4). Unfortunately, few of these studies
are known to Western scholars working on Indian Buddhism. Hiraka-
wa’s extensive reading of Japanese secondary scholarship is summa-
rized in the History of Indian Buddhism. This work thus serves as more
than a record of Hirakawa’s own views of Buddhism; along with Naka-
mura Hajime’s Indian Buddhism, it introduces the Western audience to
the issues that Japanese scholars have considered important and to
some of their conclusions.

At times the subjects that attracted Japanese attention have differed
from those upon which Western scholars concentrated. For example,
topics such as Pure Land, Buddha-nature (tathdgatagarbha), and the
early development of Esoteric Buddhism receive much more emphasis
in Hirakawa’s history than they have in English-language surveys,
partly because these traditions played major roles in the development of
Chinese and Japanese Buddhism. Western scholars often have under-
estimated the importance of these traditions as they focused their atten-
tion on the traditions that interested them. The numbers of Chinese
translations of tathagatagarbha or Pure Land texts suggest that these top-
ics may have played a more significant role in the development of Early
Mahayana than some Western scholars have thought. In his discussion
of Early Mahayana, Hirakawa traces these and other doctrinal themes
back to early sources whenever possible, demonstrating the gradual
evolution of many Mahayana positions.

Third, Hirakawa’s history maintains a better balance and is more
comprehensive than many English- language histories. Earlier surveys
of Indian Buddhism have generally emphasized either one aspect of
Buddhism, such as Theravada, or one approach, such as Buddhist phi-
losophy. Hirakawa’s history includes three types of discussions: histori-
cal, bibliographical, and doctrinal. It also gives ample space to a num-
ber of subjects that have not been adequately treated in most earlier
surveys, particularly in the areas of abhidharma traditions other than
Theravada and Sarvastivada, Mahayana devotionalism, and Esoteric
Buddhist elements in Early Mahayana Balance and comprehensive-
ness are especially important in a survey because the author should dis-
cuss connections between events and ideas that might be 1gnored in nar-
rower, more specialized studies. Hirakawa ' examines, the relations
between movements in Buddhism, often tracing developments back to
their origins in Early Buddhism.

In the past decade, English-language scholarship on Indian Bud-
dhism has been evolving in ways that will remedy many of the problems
indicated above. The study of Tibetan sources and the use of inscrip-
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tions from archeological sites appear in increasing numbers of scholarly
articles. Younger scholars are using Chinese and Tibetan primary
sources, as well as French and Japanese secondary scholarship. The
recent publication of an Enghsh translation of Etienne Lamotte’s His-
toire du Bouddhisme Indien des origines a [’ére Saka will add immensely to the
information available in English. If this translation of Hirakawa’s his-
tory is useful in the evolution of Buddhist studies in the West, it will
have served its purpose. T

Finally, a few comments about the translation are necessary. This
translation follows Hirakawa’s text closely with several minor devia-
tions. Hirakawa’s introduction has been adapted to fit the needs of a
Western audience. The first two chapters have been combined, and sev-
eral minor changes in the text have been made after discussions with
Hirakawa

all of which have been included in a notes section followmg the text, text,
generally refer to secondary studies in Japanese. Occasionally a note
has been added to clarify some aspect of the translation or to refer to a
significant Japanese discussion of an issue. The text references refer to
primary sources. Because Hirakawa included few references to primary
sources in his original text, I have augmented these so that sources for
direct quotations or references to specific passages have been indicated
to make the text conform to Western styles of scholarship. Many of the
added references have been included after consulting Hirakawa’s other
writings and the studies to which he refers.

I have elected not to add extensive editorial notes discussing variant
views on such s subjects as the biography of the Buddha, the rise of
Mahayana, or the role that fathagatagarbha teachings played in Early
Mahayana. Because the translation was intended to present Hirakawa’s
views, adding extensive annotation would have been tantamount to
writing a new book. However, to help the reader find discussions of
some of these problems in Western languages, bibliographical notes for
each chapter have been included in a bibliographical essay preceding
the bibliography at the end of the book.

Hirakawa included a full bibliography of Japanese secondary works
and mentioned a number of works in Western languages in the Japa-
nese version of this book. I have translated the titles of the Japanese
works in the Japanese bibliography at the end of the book. The number
of Western-language works in the bibliography of related readings has
been substantially augmented. I have also added to the bibliographical
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essay short bibliographical comments for each chapter consisting of
notes about both primary and secondary sources the reader might con-
sult for additional information or other views. For additional refer-
ences, the reader should refer to Frank Reynolds’ Guide to the Buddhist
Religion for English-language sources or to Nakamura Hajime’s Indian
Buddhism: A Survey with Bibliographical Notes for Japanese sources.

The titles of primary source texts have generally been given in both
their Chinese and Sanskrit pronunciation at their first appearance; this
choice was made to emphasize the importance of Chinese sources in the
history. However, after the first occurrence, I have usually only given
the Sanskrit title to keep the text from becoming too cumbersome. I
have also added the 7aisho number, a reference to the Chinese canon, to
texts available in Chinese to aid the reader in identifying the text and as
a reminder that many of the texts are available in dated Chinese trans-
lations. Because the Sanskrit titles of works preserved in Chinese are
sometimes problematic, I have adopted the convention used in the
Hobogirin: Répertoire du Canon bouddhique sino-japonaise of placing an aster-
isk (*) after the Sanskrit title if it is based on a Sanskrit or Pali work, a
number sign (#) if it is based on a reconstruction from Tibetan, and a
question mark (?) if the reconstruction is doubtful. When a Sanskrit or
Pali work is being referred to, no annotation is given after the title.

In discussions of Early Buddhism, most authors are faced with the
problem of whether to use PallAa?Sanskrlt terms. Because a completely
‘ satxsfactory solution was difficult to arrive at, I have adopted the follow-
ing convention. Sanskrit has been the preferred language, partly
because its use was also applicable to Sarvastivada and Mahayana
sources. However, because the Pali sources are so valuable in any dis-
cussion of Early Buddhism as well as indispensable for a discussion of
Theravada abhidhamma and history, I have used Pali at certain times.
The most common occurrences have been either when a primary source
in Pali is belng referred to or in discussions of Theravada abhidhamma.
In addition, some terms are known primarily in Chinese translation. In
particular, some of the terms used in Nikaya Buddhism in schools other
than the Theravada and Sarvastivada or in early Mahayana are known
only from Chinese translations. A Sanskrit reconstruction of such terms
would be difficult and lead to questionable results. In addition, terms_
have also been developed within East Asia that reflect or sum up the
Indian situation well. In such cases, the term has been given in Chinese
rather than a questionable Sanskrit reconstruction. In all cases where I
have rendered Chinese and Japanese terms into Sanskrit, I have striven
to use the concordances and reference works for the texts under discus-

sion.
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This translation could not have been completed without the encour-
agement of a number of people, only a few of whom I can mention here.
Hirakawa Akira repeatedly answered my questions concerning certain
passages or about the Sanskrit equivalents to Chinese terms. Stanley
Weinstein of Yale encouraged me to undertake the project and reas-
sured me of its value when I felt discouraged. My wife Cindy helped
with the style through her careful reading. Patricia Crosby and the edi-
torial staff at the University of Hawaii Press have improved the text
with their careful editorial questions.

I dedicate the translation to Professor Hirakawa, who read wvinaya
texts with me and introduced me to the world of Japanese scholarship
when I was a graduate student in Tokyo from 1971 to 1974. The clarity
of his explanations, his concern for Buddhist scholarship, and his inter-

“est in his students have served as a constant inspiration to me.






AUTHOR'S PREFACE

INDIAN cULTURE is often said to lack historical consciousness. Because
virtually no materials with accurate dates for India’s ancient history
exist, writing a history of Indian Buddhism may seem like a futile
undertaking. However, an accurate historical account of Buddhism in
India is vital to our knowledge of the overall development of Buddhism.

During the last century, both Western and Japanese scholars have
made great strides in the study of the history of Indian Buddhism. On
the basis of their research, books have been published in Japan and the
West with titles such as The History of Indian Buddhism or The History of
Indian Philosophy. The present volume follows the pattern established by
such studies. It reflects the current state of research and follows estab-
lished opinions and theories as far as possible. In many cases,"however,
scholars have not.arrived at a.consensus. Such basic issues as the date of
the historical Buddha’s death, or parinirvana, are still being disputed.
According to sources such as the Sri Lankan chronicle Dipavamsa,
almost all the schisms of Sectarian (Nikaya or Himayana) Buddhism
had occurred before the reign of King A$oka. In contrast, according to
the sources of the Northern Buddhist tradition, the schisms occurred
after ASoka’s reign. This issue not only affects our evaluation of Asoka’s
rule but our account of the entire development of Early Buddhism and
the emergence of Nikaya Buddhism. In this study, a chronology that
permits the most reasonable account of the historical development of
Buddhism has been adopted, but since this chronology has not yet been
proven to be correct, other chronologies and accounts may prove to be
more accurate.

XV
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Many other scholarly problems remain in Indian Buddhism, making
the compilation of a definitive history impossible. Although I could
have explained and contrasted the various views of each topic, such an
approach would have made the study too cumbersome. Nor has all the
evidence for each position been presented. Instead, in most cases only
the most reasonable position has been introduced to produce a unified
and consistent narrative.

Some of the relevant primary sources for positions are cited in paren-
theses within the text. In this volume, sources are usually from either
the Taisho shinshii darzokyo (Chinese version of the canon, cited hereafter
as T) or Pali texts published by the Pali Text Society. Studies by modern
(usually Japanese) scholars analyzing these materials are listed in the
endnotes. Research by Westerners is discussed in the bibliographical
essay compiled by the translator. The bibliographies are compilations of
sources that a student undertaking serious research on Buddhism might
consult, rather than exhaustive lists of studies.

When I first began this book, I intended to write a one-volume survey
of the development of Buddhism from India to Japan that could be used
as a reference. Because Tokyo University was the site of student distur-
bances at the time, I found it difficult to allot my time as I had originally
intended and eventually had to abandon my original plan for the book.
I finally decided to concentrate on the history of Indian Buddhism and
to divide the book into two parts. The current translation is the first vol-
ume of this project.

In most narratives of Indian Buddhism, a number of gaps and incon-
sistencies are evident. I have striven to make this book more accessible
to the reader than previous histories by stressing the connections
between different periods and types of Indian Buddhism and by
eliminating the gaps between periods and varieties of Buddhism. For
_this reason, special attention has been paid to such topics as the transi-
tion from Early to Sectarian Buddhism, the emergence of Mahayana
Buddhism, and the contents of early Mahayana Buddhist scriptures.
When several accounts of these topics exist in primary sources, they are
compared in detail. I have also striven to clearly describe the doctrinal
positions of major forms of Buddhism such as abhidharma in simple lan-
guage unencumbered by technical jargon.

This book owes much to the research of other scholars. Because I
have been able to read and assimilate only a small part of the vast
research on Indian Buddhism, errors may be present in the text. Criti-
cisms and suggestions will be gratefully received and used to improve
any future editions.



ABBREVIATIONS

AN  Anguttara-nikdya

Ch. Chinese

DN Digha-nikaya

IBK  Indogaku Bukkyogaku kenkyi
KN  Khuddaka-nikaya

MN  Maghima-nikaya

P. Pali

-PP  -Prajriaparamitasitra

S. Sanskrit

SN Samyutta-nikaya

T Taisho shinshi Daizokyo
Tib. Tibetan

VP  Vinaya-pitaka

edited Sanskrit version of the text is extant
# Sanskrit title based on Tibetan sources

? Sanskrit title uncertain
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Introduction

The Special Characteristics of Indian Buddhism

Because BuppHisM originated and developed in India, using the
adjective “Indian” to describe it may seem unnecessary. When Bud-
dhism spread beyond India to Southeast Asia, Tibet, China, Japan
and other lands, certain aspects of Buddhism were emphasized in each
locale generating a wide variety of interpretations and practices. Bud-
dhlsm was adapted to meet the requirements of the people of each area,
resultlng in a wide variation of interpretations, Indian Buddhism, too,
had unique characteristics not emphasized in other regions. Thus, the
term “Indian Buddhism” is often used today to distinguish it from the
Buddhism of other countries.

When Indian Buddhism is compared to Chinese and Japanese Bud-
dhism, differences in climate and geography are seen to affect rellglous,
practice; ; those adaptations in practice brought about changes in doc-
trine. In contrast, the countries where Theravada Buddhism is prac-
ticed—such as Sri Lanka, Burma, Thailand—have climates and geo-
graphies resembling those of India more than those of China and
Japan. As a result, Theravada religious practice is much closer to
Indian Buddhism than to East Asian Buddhism.

A brief survey of the development and geographical spread of Indian
Buddhism reveals much about the universal qualities and the distinctive
characteristics of Indian Buddhism, as well as providing an overview of
its development. Buddhism was founded in the fifth century B.c.E. by
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Sakyamuni, who was born in a region of northern India and Nepal
controlled by the Sakya tribe. After he decided to become a religious
mendicant, he traveled to the country of Magadha in central India,
south of the Ganges River, where he performed religious austerities.
When he was approximately thirty-five years old, Sakyamuni realized
enlightenment. This experience, central to Buddhism, was described as
“being enlightened to the undying” and “discovering the path to free-
dom from suffering.” Although humankind s afflicted by various types
of suffering, the fear of death is the most basic, | leading Sakyamum to
describe his experience in terms of the “undying.” Although Sakya-
muni ceased to exist physically when he was eighty years old, his decla-
ration of enlightenment expressed his confidence that his mind had real-
ized eternal truths. The suffering present in all human existence has
been a constant concern of mankind. Sakyamum s discovery of an
answer to this problem, a path of liberation from suffering, has been the
most universally appealing characteristic of Buddhism. More than any
other feature, it has enabled Buddhism to survive until the present.

In India, however, Buddhism disappeared. By briefly surveying the
history of Indian Buddhism, some of its special characteristics as well as
several reasons for its dlsappearance can be ascertained. At the time of
Sakyamuni Buddha’s death in the fifth century B.c.E., the Buddhist
order consisted of small groups of mendicants in central Indla Through
the efforts of Sakyamuni’s disciples, Buddhism spread to the south and
west. In the third century B.C.E., after the conversion of King ASoka,
Buddhism was soon promulgated throughout India. With the growth of
the order and increases in the numbers of monks, disputes arose over
the observance of monastic discipline and the interpretation of doctrine.
The early order eventually divided into two schools: the progressive
Mahasanghika and the conservative Sthaviravada (P. Theravada).
Additional schisms occurred until many schools existed and Buddhism
entered its sectarian (Nikaya or Hinayana) period.

The terms “eighteen schools” or “twenty schools” are found in many
traditional sources that refer to Sectarian Buddhism, but the names of
many more than twenty schools are known from inscriptions. Of these
schools, the Theravada, Sarvastivada, Sautrantika, Sammatiya (all of
Sthaviravada lineage), and the Mahasanghika schools were the most
important. By the beginning of the common era, Mahayana Buddhism
had also begun to develop. Mahayana (great vehicle) Buddhists criti-
cized the adherents of Nikaya Buddhism by calling them “Hinayana”
(inferior vehicle) Buddhists, a deprecatory term applied especially to
Sarvastivadins.

Although a number of schools had arisen and had criticized each
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other, all of them were recognized as Buddhist. This toleration for a.
wide variety of interpretations was based on the Buddhist emphasis on
the importance of the individual’s enlightenment and his freedom to
contemplate and interpret doctrine. According to the Wen-shu-shih-li wen
ching (T 14:501a-b, Marjusripariprccha?), the schisms within Buddhism
resulted from the differing explanations of gékyamuni’s teaching by
twenty of his followers. Each adherent, however, was said to have
received and transmitted the Buddha’s true teaching. In the travel diary
of I-ching (635-713), a Chinese monk who journeyed through India
and Southeast Asia, the Buddha’s teaching was said to be like a golden
cane that had been broken into eighteen pieces. Just as each piece of the
cane was part of the original staff, so did the essence of the Buddha’s
teachings remain unchanged even though the early order had been
fragmented into eighteen schools (Nan-hai chi-kuei nei-fa chuan, T
54:205¢). Similar discussions are found in Buddhist scriptures. Bud-
dhist schools could recognize each other as Buddhist because their
teachings were not established on blind faith. Although this tolerance
for doctrinal differences is one of Buddhism’s finest features, it permit-
ted the appearance of such a variety of differing opinions in the order
that it led to a weakening of the doctrinal stances that differentiated
Buddhism from the other Indian religions of that time.

The rise of Mahayana Buddhism approximately five hundred years
after the Buddha’s death is an example of how Buddhism responded to
t}hgﬂdemands of a new time. Mahayana Buddhism included many ele-
ments not found in early Buddhism. Despite these innovations, the
original spirit of the Buddha’s teaching was not lost in early Mahayana.
In fact, early Mahayanists revived the spirit of the Buddha’s teaching
by adapting it for a new age. However, these_innovative. elements
brought hidden dangers with them. As time passed, many Buddhists
became more interested in the new additions than in the original mes-
sage of the Buddha.

Magical elements played an important role in Mahayana Buddhism
from the beginning, probably because they were a response to the reli-
gious needs of the common people. Perfection of wisdom satras con-
tained claims that the text could protect those who followed it. In addi-
tion, perfection of wisdom sitras were sometimes called “great wisdom
mantras” (maha-vidya-mantra) or “‘great mantras’ (maha-mantra). Accord-
ing to the Fa-hua ching (T 9:56¢-58b, Saddharmapundarikasitra), faith in
the bodhisattva -Avalokite§vara would protect a person from all disas-
ters. Advocacy of the efficacy of dharani (magical incantations) was
found in many Mahayana scriptures. Over the centuries, these magical
formulas came to play an increasingly important role in Mahayana
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Buddhism until, by the sixth century, Esoteric Buddhism had emerged
as a distinct movement and begun to develop in India.

Although Esoteric Buddhism clearly belongs within the Buddhist
fold, its rituals are virtually indistinguishable from those of Hinduism,
Eventually much of the doctrinal basis for Esoteric Buddhism was
ignored and only its ritual emphasized, contributing to the eventual
absorption of Esoteric Buddhism by Hinduism. In contrast, Chinese,
Japanese, and Southeast Asian Buddhism developed in areas and cul-
tures that differed from India. As a result, many elements of Indian
Buddhism were not easily assimilated by the indigenous cultures. In
fact, many of the distinguishing characteristics of Indian Buddhism
were preserved because they were so conspicuous in other countries.
For example, because Buddhist teachings of nonsubstantiality provided
the doctrinal basis for the “Hindu” ceremonies in the Chinese and Jap-
anese Esoteric Buddhist traditions, these traditions never lost their Bud-
dhist character. In India, however, as Buddhism became more Esoteric,
it was increasingly assimilated into Hinduism, until it finally lost its
Buddhist character.

Early Mahayana Buddhism was a religion of many facets; it included
Amitabha worship, as well as such scriptures as the Prajiaparamita, Lotus
(Saddharmapundarika), and Avatamsaka siitras. From the second century of
the common era onward, theoretical works based on these scriptures
were composed. The Madhyamika School was based on teachings con-
cerning nonsubstantiality. At first, the appellation “Madhyamika” was
not used to designate the school because an opposing Mahayana tradi-
tion was not present. Only after the Yogacara tradition arose about one
century after Madhyamika did the term ‘“Madhyamika” come to be
used. Yogacadra was based on the systematic investigation of ideation-
only doctrines. For the next several centuries the two traditions coex-
isted.

Even before Yogacara emerged as a distinct tradition, early Maha-
yana texts had been compiled concerning ideation-only (vijfiaptimdtrata)
and Buddha-nature (tathagatagarbha, the potential to realize Buddha-
hood). Among them were the Tathagatagarbhasitra (T 666-667), Srimala-
devisimhanadasutra (T 310.48, 353) and the Mahaparinirvanasitra (T 374-
375). As time passed, the Madhyamika and Yogacara schools developed
and influenced each other, as well as Esoteric Buddhism.

Even during the period when Mahayana Buddhism was most influ-
ential, Nikaya Buddhism was still flourishing. In fact, Nikaya Bud-
dhism was always the stronger of the two movements, as is demonstra-
ted in the travel diaries of such Chinese pilgrims to India as Fa-hsien (in
India 399-414), Hslian-tsang (602-664), and I-ching (635-713). By I-
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ching’s time, the differences between Nikaya and Mahayana Buddhism
had become less pronounced and the two traditions had begun to blend
together. Esoteric Buddhism subsequently became popular and power-
ful, influencing both the Nikaya and Mahayana traditions. Finally, as

Hinduism became stronger and the Muslims invaded India, Buddhism ___

lost much of its vigor. At the end of the twelfth century, the Vikramasila
Monastery was burned by Muslim troops, an event that symbolized the
disappearance of Buddhist institutions from most of India. Buddhism
did survive, however, in eastern Bengal, where a small number of peo-
ple have carried on the Buddhist tradition until the present.

Even after the Muslim invasions, Hinduism remained strong. Jain-
ism also managed to survive although with only a small number of
adherents; Buddhism, however, disappeared, even though it had once
spread across and dominated India. A consideration of several of the
reasons for the different destinies of the religions helps elucidate some of
the characteristics of Indian Buddhism.

Indian Buddhism did not establish a fixed orthodox doctrinal position__

and then firmly reject.any deviations from it as_heterodoxy. Conse-
quently, Buddhist doctrine gradually changed in a variety of ways. One
reason for Buddhism’s disappearance from India may lie in its liberal
attitude toward different interpretations of doctrine..This argument
_does not imply that the Buddhist tolerance of doctrinal diversity was
mistaken. Because people’s abilities to understand Buddhism differed
and historical circumstances changed, it was appropriate that Buddhist
doctrine reflect the needs of its audience. However, if Buddhism could
evolve freely, then the possibility that Buddhism could disappear also
had to be considered. Theories concerning the decline or disappearance
of “True” Buddhism circulated very early in Buddhist history. One of
the most influential theories in East Asia divided Buddhist history into
three periods: True Dharma, Counterfeit Dharma, and the End of the
Dharma. ,

Buddhism is not the only religion that does not stress strict adherence
to a certain set of doctrines. Hinduism also adopted this flexible atti-
tude. For example, the Bhagavad-gita, one of the best known Hindu
scriptures, permits a variety of doctrinal positions. The demand for
uncompromising fidelity to doctrine is rarely, if ever, found in Hindu-
ism. Thus, a liberal attitude toward doctrine by itself cannot explain the
disappearance of Buddhism from India.

Buddhism’s rejection of an eternal and substantial Self (atman), a
position maintained since Early Buddhism, may have been an impor-
tant factor. Buddhism competed with Hinduism, Jainism, and other
religious traditions that all argued for the existence of a substantial Self.

v
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In addition, theories advocating the existence of atman were closely tied
to teachings about rebirth. Because the belief in rebirth is one of the
most important tenets of Indian religion, Buddhists also had to develop
theories to explain it. However, rebirth is not a necessary tenet of
Sakyamuni’s teachings. Although he did not reject rebirth, Sakyamuni
was primarily concerned with liberation from the suffering of existence.
If existence consisted of cycles of birth and death, then deliverance from
those cycles was his goal. Thus Early Buddhists did not need to dismiss
rebirth. Instead, theories concerning rebirth were incorporated into
Buddhism, and the ultimate goal of the Buddhist practitioner was
interpreted as freedom from the cycles of birth and death.

If rebirth were accepted as a religious teaching, then something must
account for continuity from existence to existence. Although Buddhists
did not recognize the existence of atman, they eventually had to recog-
nize the existence of some entity or force that passed through the cycles
of rebirths and performed at least some of the functions of an d@tman. The
Mahayana concepts of Buddha-nature (fathdgatagarbha) and store-con-
sciousness (alaya-vijfiana) were similar in some of their functions to
atman. Within Nikaya Buddhism, the Sarvastivada School developed a
systematic and mechanical explanation of human existence to demon-
strate that no dtman existed. However, the Sarvastivada School lost
much of its strength. In contrast, the Sammatiya School gained strength
in later times, in part because of the appealing quality of their argument
that a lasting pudgala (Person) was present in each individual. The travel
diaries of both Hstian-tsang and I-ching reveal that by the seventh and
eighth centuries the Sammatiya School was more powerful than the Sar-
vastivada.

Buddhism arose at a time of much suffering. The teachings of non-
substantiality and the nonexistence of a substantial Self were empha-
sized by the historical Buddha. As time passed, however, Buddhist
teaching changed and doctrines developed that were similar to the views
on atman maintained by other Indian religions. Even as these teachings
developed, Buddhism was already losing influence in India. Thus, Bud-
dhism’s original rejection of the dtman was probably one of several fac-
tors that led to its decline in India.

Teachings and theories about rebirth played a key role in the develop-
ment of Indian Buddhist thought. In contrast, when Indian Buddhism
was introduced to China and Japan, although rebirth was accepted as a
part of Buddhism, it did not play a central role in the development of
East Asian Buddhism. This difference arose because traditional Chi-
nese and Japanese beliefs in spirits and souls were not based on rebirth.
In conclusion, the following two points are two of the main themes that
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can be traced through Indian Buddhism. First, Buddhism’s fundamen-
tal aim, the deliverance of people from suffering, was one of its most
_attractive features. Second, the history of Indian Buddhism is inextrica-
bly concerned with the formulation of doctrines that explain the mecha-
nisms of reblrth

The Periods of Indian Buddhism

Indian Buddhism may be divided into the following five periods: (1)
Early Buddhism, (2) Nikaya or Sectarian (often called Hinayana) Bud-
dhism, (3) early Mahayana Buddhism, (4) later Mahayana Buddhism,
and (5) Esoteric Buddhism. Although the five periods are arranged in
the chronological order in which the traditions arose, they are also
based on a categorization of types of Buddhism as much as historical
criteria. This book covers the first three periods.

The discussion of the first period is focused around a clear description
of the Buddha’s teaching. The portrait of Early Buddhism is completed
with a discussion of the Buddha’s biography and an account of the
establishment of the early Buddhist order. The order continued to
develop after the Buddha’s death. Although the historical sources for
this period are meager, the history of the order through the time of King
Agoka is chronicled. ASoka’s view of Buddhism is included in this sec-
tion because it was similar in many ways to Early Buddhism.

Approximately one century after the Buddha’s death, the early order
split into the Mahasanghika and Sthaviravada schools. Later, further
schisms occurred, resulting in a number of additional schools. The sec-
ond period of Buddhist history is concerned with the development of
Sectarian (Nikaya) Buddhism. Buddhist doctrine at that time was typi-
fied by the development of scholastic abhidharma philosophy. Because the
tradition differed from Early Buddhism in many ways, most scholars
distinguish between Early and Sectarian Buddhism. Sectarian Bud-
dhism was a major force in India for over one thousand years, but most
of its important doctrinal development occurred during its first three
centuries, between 150 B.c.E. and 150 c.E.

Of the more than twenty sects, the doctrines of only the Sarvastivada
and Theravada schools are understood in any detail today. Only a little
is known about the doctrines of other schools because of the paucity of
information concerning them. The Sautrantika and Sammitiya schools
flourished after the beginning of the common era. Although both proba-
bly had highly developed systems of doctrine, detailed information
about them has not survived. When I-ching departed from Canton for
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India in 671, the Theravada, Sarvastivada, Sammatlya, and Maha-
sanghika schools were still thriving. Later, they gradually blended with
Mahayana Buddhism. In addition, both Sectarian and Mahayana Bud-
dhism were influenced by Esoteric Buddhism. Unfortunately, little is
known about the later phases of Sectarian Buddhism.

" Mahayana scriptures were already in existence by the first century
B.C.E., indicating that Mahayana Buddhism must have arisen around
the beginning of the common era while Sectarian Buddhism was still
developing. Early Mahayana practitioners were especially interested in
teachings on nonsubstantiality or emptiness. Although mentions of
nonsubstantiality can be found in Early Buddhist scriptures, Mahaya-
nists stressed and developed this theme far beyond anything found in
either Early or Nikaya Buddhism.

Mahayana Buddhists strove to emulate the Buddha, following the
same path and achieving the same status as he did by realizing Buddha-
hood and saving all sentient beings. Mahayanists denigrated Sectarian
Buddhists, claiming that Sectarian Buddhists were content to remain
disciples of the Buddha instead of striving to equal his achievement.
Mahayana Buddhists referred to Sectarian Buddhism as “sravakayana™
(vehicle for disciples or hearers), a term that implied that Sectarian
Buddhists were more passive and had lower aspirations than Mahaya-
nists. Sectarian Buddhists were criticized as being content to study for
their own benefit while Mahayanists strove to teach others and bring
them salvation. Mahayana Buddhists referred to themselves as ‘‘bodhi-
sattvas” (beings who aspired to realize supreme enlightenment) and to
their teachings as the “bodhisattvayina® (vehicle for bodhisattvas). Al-
though the term “bodhisattva’ had been used earlier by Sectarian Bud-
dhists to refer to the historical Buddha when he was still practicing to
realize enlightenment, the Mahayana usage extended this appellation
to many others. Later, the terms “Sravakaydna” and “bodhisattvayana”
were often replaced by the terms “Hinayana” (small or inferior vehicle)
and “Mahayana” (great vehicle). From approximately 100 B.C.E..to
100 c.E., large numbers of Mahayana scriptures were composed by
nameless bodhisattvas. .-

In the third part of this study, early Mahayana Buddhism, the origins
of Mahayana and the contents of early Mahayana scriptures are exam-
ined.

The last two periods of Indian Buddhism are not discussed in this vol-
ume, but a brief summary of later developments will help place the
themes discussed above in perspective. During the fourth period, later
Mahayina Buddhism, four major types of thought developed: (1)
Madhyamika, which arose after the second century c.E.; (2) Yogacara
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teachings of ideation-only, which appeared one century after Madhya-
mika; (3) Tathagatagarbha doctrines that developed in parallel with
Yogacara thought; and (4) Buddhist logic, which arose after the above
three traditions. The Madhyamika tradiiion eventually split into two
schools of thought: the Svatantrika and the Prasangika. Later, some
Madhyamika and Yogicdra groups joined to produce a Yogacara-
Madhyamika tradition. By the sixth and seventh centuries, Esoteric
Buddhism had arisen and attracted the attention of some advocates of
Madhyamika and Yogacara. However, many aspects of the relationship
between Mahayana and Esoteric Buddhism remain unclear.

The fifth period of Indian Buddhism concerns Esoteric Buddhism.
The serious academic study of this tradition is still in its early stages
because of a number of problems that make research difficult. Although
a large number of Esoteric Buddhist scriptures are extant, they have not
been put into any kind of order. In addition, because Esoteric Bud-
dhism was influenced by Hinduism, further research into Hinduism is
necessary. Finally, ritual as well as doctrine must be examined if Eso-
teric Buddhism is to be fully understood. In Esoteric Buddhist texts,
teachings are sometimes referred to as “Esoteric” and differentiated
from “exoteric’’ Mahayana teachings, thereby indicating that the com-
pilers of Esoteric works believed that it had features not found in the
Mahayana tradition. Consequently, Esoteric Buddhism is assigned to a
separate period of Indian Buddhism.

In this study, the categorization of periods has been based on the
development of Indian Buddhism because its purpose is to describe the
development of Indian Buddhist doctrine; but the study could also have
focused on other models and have been arranged according to Indian
dynastic history.

Although Buddhism was a major force in India from the fifth century
B.C.E. until after the tenth century c.E., this period covers only about
one-half of Indian history. Most Indian historians consider the invasion
of India by Muslims of Turkish ancestry in the eleventh century to mark
the division between ancient and medieval history. Modern Indian his-
tory begins in the eighteenth century with British control of India. Thus
the story of “Buddhist India” belongs to ancient history. During that
period, it was one of a number of Indian religions. Thus the reader
must remember that this survey of Indian Buddhism covers only part of
the history of Indian thought.
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CHAPTER 1

Indian Religion at the
Time of the Buddha

India Before Buddhism

BuppHISM WAS INFLUENCED by the social and religious environment in
which it developed. In approximately 1500 B.c.E., the Aryans crossed
the mountains of the Hindu Kush and invaded India. When they
arrived, they found aboriginal peoples such as the Mundas and Dravi-
dians. The Dravidians had a highly developed culture and constituted a
large proportion of the population. Although they were subjugated by
the Aryans and integrated into society as slave classes, the Dravidians
influenced later Indian culture in many ways. Elements of their religion
such as the worship of goddesses, snake gods, and tree spirits played a
particularly important role in the Hinduism of later centuries.

Another people, too, lived in India before the arrival of the Aryans.
They are the people who founded the Indus civilization, a highly devel-
oped culture that was situated on the Indus River and is thought to have
flourished from approximately 2500 to 1500 B.c.E. Two of its cities,
Harappa and Mohenjo-daro, are particularly well known as archeologi-
cal sites. Archeological investigations have revealed that this culture
covered an extensive area, worked with bronze, and constructed well-
organized cities. Many of the objects found suggest that Indus civiliza-
tion substantially influenced Hinduism; but the sudden decline of the
Indus civilization has left unanswered questions about how its people
contributed to the development of later Indian civilization.

The Aryans entered India from the northwest; by 1200 B.c.E., they

13



14 EArLy BubpHIsM

had settled along the upper reaches of the Ganges River in the Punjab.
Their religion, based on the Rg-veda, was a form of polytheism in which
forces of nature, such as the sky, rain, wind, and thunder, were deified.
From 1000 B.c.E. on, they continued their advance eastward, gradually
settling the fertile area between the Ganges and the Jumna rivers.
Because the area was blessed with natural resources and free from exter-
nal enemies, the Aryans developed a rich culture from 1000 to 500
B.C.E., and many of the developments that characterized later Indian
civilization can be traced back to this period. By 1000 B.c.E., three texts
that were successors to the Rg-veda—the Sama-veda, Yajur-veda, and
Atharva-veda—had been compiled. The Brahmanas, which explain the
proper procedures for performing Vedic sacrifices, were composed
around 800 B.c.E., and the philosophical texts of the early Upanisads
were compiled around 500 B.C.E.

During this period, the Aryans were a tribal people primarily
engaged in farming and herding. Merchant and artisan classes had
begun to appear, although large cities had not yet developed. Labor was
becoming more specialized. Society was divided into four classes, called
varna (colors). At the top were two classes: the priestly class (brahmana),
composed of those who sacrificed to the gods, and the ruling caste (ksa-
iriya), composed of rulers and warriors. Below them was the vaisya class,
composed of farmers, herders, merchants, and artisans. The duty of the
slave class (Sudra) was to serve the other three classes. Eventually the
system became more specialized and produced the many divisions that
make up the caste system today. A member of one class was usually not
allowed to marry or even eat with someone from another class.

Monarchies ruled by kings (rajan) with dictatorial powers arose, and

_alliances and rivalries developed. The Indlan epic the Mahdbharata
Bharatas and the Parus. Among the famous klngs of this period was
Janaka from Videha, a country to the east of the central lands (madhya-
desa) of Brahmanism, which were situated between the Ganges and
Jumna rivers. In Videha, culture and thought revolved around _power-
ful kings, while in the central lands, the priests were the center of soci-
ety. As the Aryans advanced eastward and conquered the central areas
drained by the Ganges, they expanded their territory and strengthened
their kingdoms. Relations with the conquered population were closer
than in the central lands because the culture and social system were not
as influenced by Aryan culture. It was during this time of political and
social change in areas similar to Videha that the founder of Buddhism
was born.
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Indian Religion at the Time of the Buddha

The Buddha was born during a period when important social and reli-
gious changes were occurrmg in central India. These changes later
played a significant role in enabling Buddhism to spread throughout
India. Although Vedic religion and its priestly class were influential and
powerful in northern India, they had only begun to spread to the
recently conquered lands of central India, which were dominated by the
warrior classes.

As the Aryans gradually advanced from northern India down into
central India, small tribes united to form monarchies. Sixteen countries
existed in central India at the time of the Buddha, but the weaker ones
were gradually being conquered by the more powerful monarchies. The
most important of these large countries were Kaugala, in the northwest-
ern part of central India with its capital at Sravasti, and Magadha,,
south_of the_central part .of the Ganges River with its capital at
Rajagrha Magadha would eventually unify India, relying on its rich
farm areas for its power. At the time of the Buddha, powerful kings
were already beginning to emerge.

The Gangetic plain with its hot climate and plentiful rainfall is a rich
farm area. At first, farmers and a landlord class dominated the area;
but with the development of wealthy classes, merchants and craftsmen
appeared on the Gangetic plain, and cities developed. The merchants
and the craftsmen organized into guilds and trade organizations. Later,
a class of very wealthy merchants (sresthin) developed. Thus at the time,
of the Buddha, major political and economic changes were occurring in
central India, and the old system of social classes was disintegrating.

The Brahman priestly class had lost much of its prestige, suggesting
that the religion of the Vedas with its worship of natural phenomena no
longer had as much appeal as in earlier times. The intellectual classes of
the period were interested in the Upanishadic philosophy, which identi-
fied atman (individual soul) with brahman (cosmic principle). They could
no longer be satisfied with seemingly primitive religious beliefs that
deified natural phenomena. In addition, the Aryans had come into con-
tact with Dravidian religion and had been influenced by it. All of these
factors helped create an environment conducive to the development of
new religious beliefs.

Central India at that time was an agriculturally rich area that pro-
duced abundant food and thus could support leisured classes as well as
large numbers of monks. People with religious interests often left their
homes and became wandering mendicants (parivrdjaka), living off alms
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from householders while they immersed themselves into a search for
truth. Although people could usually be confident of their livelihood
during this time, it was also a period with few diversions or amuse-
ments. As a result, young people in particular seem to have been beset
by anxieties and boredom and to have turned away from the everyday
world to seek truth in religion. Many men and women of good families
Jjoined religious orders.

At the time of the Buddha, there were two primary classes of religious
practitioners in India: the brdhmanas and the sramanas. The brahmanas,
representatives of the more traditional type of praétltloner were follow-
ers of Vedic religion who officiated at sacrifices. At the same time, they
devoted themselves to seeking the Absolute through the study of a phi-
losophy'that identified atman with brahman. A brahkmana’s life ideally was
divided into four stages. When young, he was accepted as a disciple by
a teacher and devoted himself to the study of the Vedas. When his studies
were completed, he returned home to marry and became a householder.
When he grew old, he let his son take over the household and retired to
the forest to live and perform religious practices. Finally, he abandoned
even his abode in the forest to live a life of wandering and died while
wandering.

The second type of religious practitioner, the sramana or “person who
strives,” was a new type of figure not mentioned in the older Upanisads.

“He abandoned his home to lead a life of wandering and begging. Often
he entered this way of life while young; there was no requirement that
he pass through the other stages of life before becoming a sramana. He
devoted himself to_controlling and limiting his desires, practicing yoga,
and performing severe religious austerities in the forest to experience
the Absolute or to escape death.

Six famous sramanas who lived around the time of the Buddha are
mentioned in Buddhist scriptures. They are called the Six Heterodox
Teachers. Each was the leader (ganin) of a group of disciples. The six are
called Purana Kasyapa, Maskarin Gosaliputra, Ajita Ke§akambala,
'Kakuda Katyayana Safijayin Vairattiputra, and Nirgrantha Jati-
putra.

One of the primary concerns of these sramanas was whether moral
actions would have any effect on the person who performed them. The
first heterodox teacher, Pirana, argued that good and bad actions had
no particular effect on the person who performed them. He denied
morality, arguing that even if a person murdered and stole, his actions
could not necessarily be con51dered bad since they resulted in no moral
effects.

The second heterodox teacher, Maskarin Go$aliputra, denied causal-
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ity. According to Go§aliputra, a person’s rise or fall in the world was
determined by fate, not by his actions. His followers were called the
Ajivakas (Ajivikas). The term “Ajivika” is translated in Chinese Bud-
dhist texts as “a heterodox religion (whose members lead) an evil life”
(hsieh-ming wai-tas); however, the Indian term probably meant “those
who follow a strict mode of life,” referring to the severe austerities per-
formed by the Ajivika followers. The group is mentioned in the edicts of
Asoka and in the Artha-sastra. Along with the Buddhists and Jainas, the
Ajivikas remained an important group in India during the following
centuries. GoSaliputra is said to have practiced austerities with one of
the founders of Jainism, Mahavira, and apparently believed that he
could attain salvation through those austerities.

The third heterodox teacher, Ajita Kesakambala, took a materialist
position and argued that everything was composed of only four ele-
ments: earth, water, fire, and wind. Consequently, moral acts were
meaningless. The materialist position was later maintained by the
Lokayata or Carvaka tradition.

The fourth heterodox teacher, Kakuda Katyayana, recognized seven
elements: earth, water, fire, wind, pain, pleasure, and life. Because the
seven elements were unchanging, Kakuda argued that when a man was
killed with a knife, the knife only entered the spaces between the ele-
ments. Because the elements, the only real entities, were unharmed, the
killing was of no consequence. Kakuda'’s theory of the elements was a
forerunner of VaiSesika theories.

The fifth heterodox teacher, Safijayin Vairattiputra, was a skeptic.
He refused to give definite answers to questions, relying instead on eva-
sive statements. The skeptics’ position was apparently based on serious
doubts about the nature of knowledge and on their investigations of
logic. Two of the Buddha’s most important disciples, Sériputra and
Mahamaudgalyayana, came from this school.

The sixth heterodox teacher, Nirgrantha Jiiatiputra, is also known as
Mahavira, one of the founders of Jainism. The term ‘“Nirgrantha”
refers to being freed of fetters. Mahavira originally belonged to the Nir-
grantha School, a group of ascetics who attempted to free themselves of
physical and mental fetters through the practice of austerities. Through
assiduous practice, Mahavira attained enlightenment and realized that
he was a Jina (a victor or one who had conquered ignorance). After
Mahavira’s death, his school called itself the Jaina order. The Nirgran-
tha School claims to have had a long history before Mahavira’s time. In
fact Par§va (or Pasa), Mahavira’s predecessor in the largely mythologi-
cal lineage of the twenty-four founders of Jainism, was a historical
figure.
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Jainism and Buddhism were among the strongest of the non-
Brahmanical religions, and they share many of the same doctrines and
technical terms. The goal of the Jainas is to free the soul by overcoming
the instincts and desires that arise from the physical body. The Jainas
thus perform austerities to weaken the body’s strength. The Jaina prac-
titioner is also expected to make five great vows, which form the basis of
his moral discipline. The prohibition against killing is particularly
strict. The rule against possessions is carried to such an extreme by one
group, the Digambara, that even clothes are discarded, and male fol-
lowers practice their austerities in the nude. Jaina doctrine and episte-
mology were highly developed. The Jainas compiled a canon that has
survived until today. Their oldest scriptures are written in the Ardha-
magadhi language.

The period around the fifth century B.c.E. in central India was a time
of ferment in the history of Indian thought, as the above list of hetero-
dox teachers indicates. As we have seen, one of the most important
questions discussed by religious thinkers at this time was whether or not
moral_actions affected the_person who had performed them (in other
words, the existence and functioning of karmic cause “andeffect). If
moral actions did have effects, then the rehglous practitioner had to
investigate how he might break his karmic bonds and free his mind or

_soul. This question was closely related to teachings concerning rebirth]
Although doctrines concerning rebirth are not found in the Vedas, by the
time of the Upanisads teachings on rebirth had begun to appear. The._
term “samsara” for rebirth does not appear in the oldest Upantsads, but it
is used frequently in Upanisads composed; 5.?@ the time of the Buddha.
It thus appears that the concept of repeated cycles of birth and death
was being given its classical formulation at the same time that Bud-
dhism was being established. Once the concept of rebirth was estab-
lished, people naturally began to speculate about whether some entity
or soul might travel through the cycles of birth and death.

People were discussing karma before the time of the Buddha, of
course. The idea of karmic fruits, however, was not generally recog-
nized at that time. These vague ideas of karma were incorporated into
Buddhism and systematically interpreted in a uniquely Buddhist man-
ner as a law of cause and effect. The Jainas too recognized karmic
causes and effects, but for them the results of actions were usually
characterized as ‘“‘punishments” (danda).

A large number of theories were advanced concerning the Self or
entity (atman, jiwa; P. attan), which transmigrated through births and
deaths, and the realm (loka) in which the Self existed. In the Pali
Brakmajalasutta, no less than sixty-two different positions on these sub-



INDIAN RELIGION AT THE TIME OF THE BuDDHA 19

jects are described. A particularly important issue concerned the man-
ner in which a constantly changing mind could grasp or perceive the
unchanging atman thought to exist behind it. According to Jaina
sources, there were 363 different contending schools that could be clas-
sified into four basic groups: those who recognized karma, those who
did not recognize karma, the skeptics, and the moralists.

In Buddhist texts, the non-Buddhist schools of thought are divided
into three main groups: those who believe that everything occurs
through the will of god (P. issaranimmana-vada), those who maintain that.
every event is predetermined by past karma (P. pubbekatahetu), and those
who believe that everything occurs by chance (P. aketu, apaccaya). The
Buddha rejected all three of these alternatives because they denied free
will and the efficacy of human efforts; instead, he preached a moral law
of cause and effect that transcended these three positions.

Non-Buddhist positions were categorized in other ways. One of the
most important is a classification into two philosophical positions. The
first, the parinama-vada position, was maintained by the orthodox
Brahmanical thinkers, who argued that both the Self and the world
evolved and developed from the unitary Brahman. The second was
maintained by thinkers such as Kakuda Katyayana, who did not recog-
nize a single Absolute, but instead argued that people and the world
were composed of collections of eternal elements. Their position is
called drambha-vada. Both of these positions were being formulated at the
time of the Buddha.

Religious practices at this time were also classified into two major
groups: meditation and ascetic practices. Those who advocated medita-
tion tried to realize deliverance through contemplatlon and quieting the
mind. The ascetics tried to attain salvation by using ascetic practlces to
cut off the delusions that controlled the mind.

In conclusion, by the time of the Buddha, Vedic religion had already
lost most of its power to attract people, but no new religious authority
had replaced it. In this age of religious ferment, many thinkers
appeared, each seeking the Absolute within himself.



CHAPTER 2

The Life of the Buddha

Terminology

THE FOUNDER OF BUDDHISM is called the “Buddha” by both the Bud-
dhist and non-Buddhist religious traditions of India; his followers were
sometimes referred to as Bauddhas by the adherents of other schools.!
The term “Buddha” means “enlightened one.” Thus Buddhism might
be called “the religion of enlightenment.” Although the term “Bud-
dha” eventually was used to refer to the founder of Buddhism, it origi-
nally was a common noun often used by the Jainas. For example,
according to the Jaina text the Isibhasiyaim, the forty-five sages (rsi) are
“all buddhas who will not return to this world.”? The Jainas usually used
the term “Jina” (spiritual victor) to refer to their de facto founder
Mahavira. Consequently, their religion is known as Jainism. The term
“Jina” is also found in Buddhist texts, especially in those from the
Mahayana tradition. Another term used by both Jainas and Buddhists
was “arhat” or “arahant” (worthy). This term was especially important
in Jainism because followers of Jainism were known as arhata.® In Bud-
dhism it came to refer to those followers of the Buddha who had attained
enlightenment, while the term “Buddha” was used to refer only to
Sakyamum Buddha. Because Sakyamuni’s followers often used the
term “Buddha,” their religion took its name from that term. Jainism
and Buddhism also shared many other terms such as muni (sage) and
bhagavat (lord).*

Birth of the Buddha

The historical Buddha is often referred to as Sakyamum (the sage of the
Sakya or Sakiya people). He was born into the Gautama (P. Gotama)
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clan. According to traditional accounts, his personal name before he left
home to live a religious life was Slddhartha (P. Siddhattha). The Sakyas
were a small ksatripa (warrior caste) tribe who lived on the border of
India and Nepal; their capital was at Kapilavastu. The Sakyas were pri-
marily engaged in rice farming. Although Sakyamuni was said to be
from a ksatriya family, the Sakya tribe does not appear to have been
divided into four castes. Consequently, no evidence exists to indicate
whether Sakyamum was of Aryan or Oriental racial stock. The govern-
ment was an oligarchy with the leaders alternating as head (rgjan) of the
tribe. Although the Sakya tribe governed itself, it was not completely
independent since it was dominated by Kau$ala to the south.

Modern scholars often refer to the historical Buddha as Gautama
Buddha. Since Gautama is the clan name of the Buddha, the title may
have significance when contrasted with Buddhas such as Kasyapa and
Maitreya, who were from different clans. However, since both Kasyapa
and Maitreya are only legendary figures, there are no historical Bud-
dhas who come from any clan other than the Gautama clan. The epithet
“Sakyamum (Sage of the Sakyas) refers to the historical Buddha in
terms of a social group that was larger than the Gautama clan. More-
over, Sakyamuni is the title that has traditionally been used to refer to
the historical Buddha.

The Buddha’s father, S’uddhodana, was one of the leaders of the
Sakyas. The Buddha’s mother was named Maya. Because she died
seven days after the birth of the future Buddha, he was raised by her
younger sister, Mahaprajapati Gautami. Nanda was his younger half-
brother.

As the time approached for Maya to give birth to the future Buddha,
she set out to return to her native village of Devadaha. She gave birth
during the journey in a grove at Lumbini. One or two centuries later,
when King Asoka was on a pilgrimage of the sites associated with
the Buddha’s life, he traveled to Lumbini and had a stipa (memorial
monument) and a pillar erected there. Approximately eight centu-
ries later, the Chinese pilgrim Hslian-tsang visited the site. The pillar
was discovered in 1896 and the inscription on it deciphered, identifying
a site in the modern village of Rummindei as the birthplace of the
Buddha.

According to legend, when the Buddha was born a sage named Asita
came down from the Himalayas. After looking at the physical features
of the baby, he predicted: “This child has only two paths open to him. If
he remains a householder, he will become king and unite the world as a
universal ruler. If he leaves home (to become a religious mendicant), he
will become a Buddha.”
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Birthdate of the Buddha

A number of different theories have been advanced concerning the
birthdate of the Buddha. The Buddha is said to have died at eighty
years of age. Thus, most theories are based on determining the date of
his death and then calculating backward to arrive at the date of his
birth. One of the most widely accepted theories is based on the Sri
Lankan historical chronicles, the Dipavamsa and the Mahavamsa. On the
basis of these sources, Wilhelm Geiger calculated that the Buddha died
in 483 B.c.E. and consequently had been born in 563 B.c.E.> Hermann
Jacobl us1ng the same method and sources, maintained that the Bud-
dha died in 484 B.c.e.® The Japanese scholar Kanakura Ensho has
arrived at the same date.” The “dotted record” transmitted along with
the Chinese translation of the Theravada commentary on the Vinaya,
the Samantapasadika (T 1462), also indicates a similar date. At the con-
clusion of each rainy season retreat after the Buddha’s death, a dot was
added to this text. This “dotted record” was cited by Fei Ch’ang-fang,
who finished compiling a Buddhist bibliography and history, the Li-tai
san-pao chi, in 597 c.E. Fei noted that 975 dots had been added to the
text as of the year 489 c.E. An error by Fei changes the date to 490 c.E.

The death of the Buddha would thus have occurred 975 years prior to
490 c.E., in 485 B.C.E., according to the dotted record.®

The above theories were based primarily on the Sri Lankan historical
chronicles. Although some discrepancies are found in the theories, most
modern scholars agree that the Buddha died within a few years of 480
B.C.E. Around the end of the nineteenth century, Max Miiller argued
that the Buddha had died in 477 B.c.e. and maintained that the Sri
Lankan chronicles should be corrected to conform to evidence found in
Brahmanical and Jaina works. However, many variant theories are
found in the Hindu Puranas and Jaina texts. Miiller unscientifically
selected only those texts that approximated the material found in the Sri
Lankan chronicles. Consequently, Miiller’s theory has few, if any, mod-
€rn supporters.

The prominent modern Japanese scholar Ui Hakuju (1882-1963) has
criticized the above theories. Basing his argument on materials from the
Northern tradition of Buddhism, Ui argued that only 116 years had
passed between the death of the Buddha and Asoka’s accession to the
throne. The Buddha’s dates were thus 466-386 B.c.E.° Ui noted that the
Sri Lankan chronicles stated that 218 years had elapsed between the
Buddha’s death and ASoka’s reign and that five kings had ruled during
that period. However, 218 years was too long a period for only five
kings to have ruled; Ui thus rejected the date of the Buddha’s death
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based on the Sri Lankan tradition. Ui arrived at his revised date of 386
B.C.E. for the Buddha’s death by taking 271 B.c.E. as the date of Afoka’s
accession and then counting backward 116 years on the basis of evi-
dence from the Northern tradition. More recently, Nakamura Hajime
has accepted most of Ui’s calculations but revised the date of Afoka’s
accession to 268 B.c.E., thus arguing that the death of the Buddha
occurred in 383 B.c.E.1°

A difference of approximately one century remains between the posi-
tion maintained by Ui and the positions held by most Western scholars
(who have generally based their calculations on Sri Lankan sources). At
present, it seems impossible to arrive at a convincing theory to explain
the differences between the two positions. Initially, the Sri Lankan
chronicles would seem to be the superior source because of their
detailed lists of kings and the number of years each reigned. The
sources of the Northern tradition seem weaker because they state only
that more than one hundred years elapsed between the death of the
Buddha and the accession of ASoka, without listing the names of kings
and the number of years they reigned. However, the Sri Lankan tradi-
tion lists only five kings as reigning for a period of more than two centu-
ries. It also includes a lineage of five masters of the vinaya between the
time of éékyamuni and Asoka: Upali, Dasaka, Sonaka, Siggava, and
Moggaliputta Tissa. (The Northern tradition also maintains that five
monks assumed important leadership roles in the order between the
time of the Buddha and A$oka: Mahakaéyapa, Ananda, Madhyantika,
Sanakavasi, and Upagupta.)

According to the Sri Lankan chronicles, Buddhism had divided into a
large number of schools by the time of Aoka. However, little evidence
indicating that so many divisions had already occurred is found in ASo-
ka’s edicts, although edicts from Safici, Sarnath, and Kau$ambi, all
important Buddhist sites during ASoka’s reign, admonished the order
against permitting schisms. Such edicts indicate that conflicts were aris-
ing in Buddhist orders in a number of areas. These disagreements prob-
ably occurred after the debate at the Second Buddhist Council over the
ten points of monastic discipline. If the fragmentation of Buddhism into
many schools had not advanced very far by the time of Afoka, then
Nakamura’s dates of 463-383 B.c.E. for the Buddha would be appropri-
ate; they fit in well with the subsequent history of the development of
the Buddhist order (see chapter six). The adoption of Nakamura’s dates
in this history, however, should not be interpreted as a rejection of the
Sri Lankan chronicles as sources. Rather, the problem of the Buddha’s
dates needs to be studied further, particularly in relation to the develop-
ment of Jainism and Brahmanism.



24 EarrLy BuppHIsM
Renunciation of Lay Life

According to traditional accounts, Sakyamuni lived a life of luxury as a
child. When he grew to be a young man, he married Yasodhara; they
had a son, Rihula. éékyamuni was deeply disturbed, however, by exis-
tential problems concerning the meaning of life. When he was twenty-
nine years old (according to variant accounts, he was nineteen or thirty-
one), he left his family to become a wandering mendicant.

Sakyamuni seems to have had a contemplative nature. Even before
he left his family, he had once begun to meditate without any effort or
preparation and had attained the First Trance as he was sitting under a
tree watching his father, the king, plowing a nearby field as part of a
religious ceremony. Sékyamuni is also said to have noticed the birds eat-
ing the worms turned up by the plowing and to have been profoundly
moved by the way in which living creatures all harmed each other. He
realized that although people may be repelled by seeing an old man,
everyone ages. Although people do not want to suffer from illness or to
come in contact with sick people, no one can escape illness. Although
people fear death and do not wish to die, no one can escape death.

sikyamuni’s concern over the existential problems of life and death
was dramatized in later biographies through descriptions of his encoun-
ters with four men while on four sightseeing journeys outside his
father’s palace. First he encountered an old man, then a sick man, and
finally a dead man. Deeply disturbed, he returned home each time. On
his fourth outing he saw a wandering mendicant and resolved to leave
home and become a religious mendicant.

éékyamuni left home against his parents’ will. In the middle of the
night, he mounted his favorite horse, Kanthaka, and with his cha-
rioteer, Chanda, left the palace secretly. According to the Mahaparinib-
banasuttanta (DN, vol. 2, p. 151), he “left home to seek the good
(kusala).”

Religious Austerities

Sékyamuni left home, shaved his head, put on robes, and set out for the
country of Magadha to the south, the home of many groups of mendi-
cants. At that time, the public road known as the Northern Route
(Uttarapatha) began at Sravasti, ran east past Kapilavastu, and then
turned south to Kudinagara, Vai$ali, and the Ganges River. The road
then crossed the Ganges, entered Magadha, and ended in Rajagrha.
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Sakyamuni probably traveled to the city of Rajagrha on this road.
According to traditional sources, King Bimbisara saw sékyamuni beg-
ging one day and decided to invite him to become a minister in the gov-
ernment. Bimbisara dispatched a retainer to persuade Sakyamunl to
abandon his religious quest, but Sakyamuni refused.

Sakyamum eventually began practicing religious austerities under
the guidance of one of the most famous religious leaders of that time,
Arada Kialama (P. Alara Kilama), a master of meditation. He taught
Sakyamum how to attain a State of Nothingness through meditation.
Sakyamum however, was not satisfied with the results of the medita-
tion and went to practice under a different teacher, Udraka Ramaputra
(P. Uddaka Ramaputta), who had attained a trance state of Neither
Perception nor Nonperception. This trance was more subtle than the
State of Nothingness and was said to completely quiet the mind,
perhaps by uniting it with some form of the Absolute. However,
gékyamuni realized that when he emerged from the trance, his mind
was still buffeted by everyday problems. Thus simply quieting the mind
through meditation was not equivalent to realizing the Absolute. Médi="
tation was useful in disciplining the mind; but the Absolute also’ had a
ratlonal quality, which could be realized only through wisdom. And so
Sakyamuni left Udraka Ramaputra.

The Trance of Nothingness and the Trance of Neither Perception nor
Nonperception are both included in the early Buddhist list of Four
Formless Trances. Although some scholars have questioned whether
these trances were actually contrived by Arada and Udraka, meditation
(dhyana) was certainly used to quiet the mind before the time of the Bud-
dha. Relics from the Indus civilization indicate that the Indus people
probably practiced meditation. Ariada and Udraka were certainly prac-
titioners of meditation. When the Buddha described the Threefold
Teaching of morality, meditation, and wisdom, however, he placed wis-
dom above meditation. In this way he indicated his belief that medita-
tion by itself would not allow a practitioner to dlscover the trugh Medi-
tation was a necessary tool for training the mind, but only when it was
combmed with wisdom could the truth be reahzed

Sakyamuni then sought the solitude of the forest to practlce austeri-
ties. He chose a spot near the village at Uruvilva-senani on the Nairaifi-
Jjana River where he underwent disciplines such as constantly clenching
his teeth and pressing his tongue against his palate. Only through a
strong act of will could he overcome the pain such practices entailed.
Once he entered a trance and stopped all breath from passing through
his mouth and nose, but then is said to have begun breathing through
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his ears. Finally he stopped even this type of breathing. Bearing the
pain and suffering that accompanied these practices required much
effort; but in this way, religious practitioners tried to establish correct
mindfulness and to develop a state of mind that would not be subject to
suffering. By stopping his breath, Sakyamuni is said to have fallen into
a state close to death.

At other times Sikyamuni fasted, living without food for several
days. He also used the technique of gradually reducing his food intake
until he had completely stopped eating. Because of these long periods of
fasting, he became emaciated, his skin hung loose, his hair fell out, and
his body was wracked with pain. Through these ascetic practices and by
overcoming his pain, sékyamuni strengthened his resolve and tried to
free his mind from all suffering.

During the time a practitioner is in the forest performing his austeri-
ties and learning to bear pain, various wrong views may arise because
he clings to life. Or he may be tempted by the desires and pleasures of
the householder’s life. Doubts may arise concerning whether he is fol-
lowing the correct religious path. He may fear harm from the animals of
the forest at night. For Sakyamum these doubts, fears, and wrong
views were personified as Mara the evil one (Mara-Paplmant) who
tried to persuade the future Buddha to abandon his austerities. Mara
followed Sakyamum for seven years, but never succeeded in persuading
Sakyamunl to abandon his quest. (In later biographies, the Buddha’s
austerities are usually said to have lasted six years, a figure that may be
interpreted as ““six full years” or almost seven years. According to some
later accounts, the future Buddha spent this period at Mount Dandaka
in Gandhara.)

A strong will was necessary to overcome the fears, doubts, and suffer-
ing that ascetic practices entailed. The future Buddha had strengthened
his will to the point where his mind was probably free from any suffer-
ing. Although he had partially attained the freedom he sought, he real-
ized that strong resolve is not the same as correct knowledge. The future
Buddha had undergone suffering and pain greater than that borne by
any other man. During this time, he had developed and maintained
correct mindfulness but still had not realized any religious knowledge
surpassing that of ordinary people. At that point, he remembered the
time from his youth when, accompanying his father to an agricultural
festival, he had sat under a tree and easily attained the First Trance.
After thlnkmg about this incident from his youth, Sakyamuni aban-
doned austerities and decided that meditative practices were indeed the
path to enlightenment (bodhz).
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Enlightenment

Although Sikyamuni had ceased his ascetic practices, his body was so
emaciated that he thought it would be difficult to attain the bliss of even
the First Trance. He finally decided to eat solid food to restore his
strength. Milk and rice were offered by a young woman named Sujata.
After cating, sékyamuni bathed in the Nairafijana River and drank
some water. When the mendicants who had been accompanying him
saw him abandoning his austerities, they said, “The sramana Gautama
has fallen into luxurious ways and abandoned his spiritual efforts” and
left him.

With the renewed strength from the food, éékyamuni built a seat
under an asvattha tree, commenced meditating, and finally attained
supreme enlightenment (abhisambodhi), thereby becoming a Buddha
(enlightened being). The asvattha tree, a type of fig tree, later became
known as the bodhi (enlightenment)-tree. The site was called Buddha-
gaya; a stupa was later erected there and it became a major pilgrimage
site for Buddhists.

According to the Theravada tradition, the Buddha attained enlight-
enment on the night of the full moon of the month of Vai§akha
(Visakha), which falls in April or May of the Western calendar. In
Japan, the eighth day of the twelfth month is said to be the day of the
Buddha’s enlightenment. According to traditional accounts, the Bud-
dha left home when he was twenty-nine, attained enlightenment when
he was thirty-five, taught others for forty-five years, and died at eighty.
According to a variant tradition, however, he left home when he was
nineteen, attained enlightenment at thirty, and preached for fifty years.

In traditional biographies, the Buddha’s enlightenment is described
as occurring after a battle with Mara, the god of death and desire. With
enlightenment, the Buddha overcame his fear of death and cut off his
desires. Hence the battle with Mara may represent some of the psycho-
logical conflicts that religious practitioners encounter. In later accounts,
Mara is said to have actually appeared in front of the Buddha. Mara
also appeared after the Buddha’s enlightenment to tempt the Buddha
and to indicate that even an enlightened being cannot escape desires
such as those for food and sleep or pains such as illness and death. The
Buddha, however, never succumbed to Mara’s temptations.

Determining the exact content of the Buddha’s enlightenment poses
several major scholarly problems. The Agamas include a number of
statements concerning the Buddha’s enlightenment. The Japanese
scholar Ui Hakuju has compiled a list of fifteen explanations from early
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Jsources.!” Three of these are particularly noteworthy. According to
these explanations, the Buddha attained enlightenment either by under-
standing the Four Noble Truths, realizing the twelve links of Depen-
dent Origination, or mastering the Four Trances and attaining the
Three Superhuman Powers. {These teachings are explained in chapter
three.) The Four Noble Truths, however, are designed to be used in
instructing others and do not seem to represent the content of the Bud-
dha’s enhghtenment in its earliest form. Simpler versions of the theory

of Dependent Orlgmatlon can be found in early sources, mdlcatmg that

‘the twelve-link version of the theory was formulated later. However, the
twelve-link version of Dependent Origination may be a systematized
explanation based on Sikyamuni’s meditations when he realized en-
lightenment. The third theory, that the Buddha attained the Four
Trances and Three Superhuman Powers when he attained enlighten-
ment, was also a relatively late theory, according to Ui.

The last element of the Three Superhuman Powers, the knowledge
that all one’s defilements have been eradicated, is similar in many ways
to the Four Noble Truths and the theory of Dependent Origination.
According to another tradition, the Buddha understood the Dharma
(Teaching) when he was enlightened. When he was sitting under a tree
in meditation after his enlightenment, he is said to have thought, “It is
ill to live without paying honor and obedience to a superior. But I do
not see anyone in the world who has perfected morality, meditation,
wisdom, emancipation, or the knowledge of emancipation more than I.
Thus I will live by paying honor and obedience to the Dharma through
which I am enlightened” (SN, vol. 1, p. 139). In this sense, both the
Four Noble Truths and the doctrine of Dependent Origination are the
Dharma. The Dharma that the Buddha realized through his enlighten-
ment can be understood by examining the most basic elements of the
Buddhist doctrines contained in the early scriptures.

Some modern scholars of Buddhism have emphasized in their inter-
pretations of the Buddha’s enlightenment the Buddha’s origins as a
member of the Gautama clan of the Sakya tribe. Although the Buddha
did come from a particular tribe, he had followers from a variety of
states of central India. When he died and was cremated, eight of the
countries of central India divided his ashes and erected stizpas. Thus
Buddhism was at first a religion practiced by a limited group of people
in a small area; but later it spread to all of India and to many other parts
of Asia. In contrast, Jainism, which arose at the same time as Buddhism
and had similar doctrines, never spread outside India. Hinduism,
which was much stronger than Jainism, only spread to a few parts of
South and Southeast Asia. It seems, then, that Buddhism had qualities
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that enabled it to become a world religion and make it significant to
more than just a limited number of tribes or peoples. Those qualities
were already present in the Buddha’s enlightenment. If that enlighten-
ment had been a phenomenon that could be explained as a function of
his membership in a certain tribe, then the transformation of Buddhism
into a world religion would have required some major figure as a
spokesman. But no such figure appears in the history of Buddhism. The
religion founded by the Buddha included a teaching, the elimination of
suffering, that transcended the concerns of any particular tribe.

Through meditation the Buddha realized the wisdom that accompa-
nies enlightenment. Traditionally, he is said to have realized enlighten-
ment through the cultivation of the Four Trances and the Threefold
Studies. Enlightenment, however, is not equivalent to the Four
Trances. Trance (dhyana; Ch. ching lu ‘quiet contemplation’) is only one
type of meditation. It was called a comfortable way to attain enlighten-
ment because the practitioner sits in a full-lotus position with the body
in a comfortable position. Severe austerities are not required. The prac-
titioner concentrates his spiritual energy and enters the first trance and
then gradually deepens it, going into the second, third, and fourth
trances. Through this practice the mind is quieted. Other forms of med-
itation—yoga, for example—were also practiced in India. Through
these practices the mind could be concentrated and focused until it had
become quiet or thought had ceased. Advocates of the various schools of
yoga claimed that a form of mystical wisdom could be realized through
such practices. Buddhist dhyana differed from yogic trance in that it was
much more dynamic; it was a form of mental concentration that permit-
ted the free activity of wisdom.

The definition of Buddhist enlightenment as “seeing things as they
actually are” suggests the dynamic nature of Buddhist meditation. The
mind was considered to have an innate wisdom. Because ‘its basic
nature involved thought, when the mind was quieted and focused and
concentration strengthened, then a superior form of wisdom would nat-
urally be manifested. Both Buddhist meditation and yoga were means of
producing wisdom, but since they employed different methods of con-
centration, the resultant wisdom probably differed. The wisdom pro-
duced when enlightenment was realized through Buddhist meditation
was described as “seeing the Dharma.”

The Buddha progressed through more profound meditative states as
he passed through the Four Trances. These were probably the natural
result of his many years of training, a temperament that seems to have
been suited to meditation from the time he was young, and the training
he received from his early teachers Arada and Udraka. The term dhyina

<



30 EarrLy BupDHISM

has been used since the early Upanisads with the meaning of “medita-
tion” (Chandogya Upanisad 7.6.1), but the Four Trances should probably
be regarded as a new meditation system developed by Buddhists. The
Four Trances were a dynamic way of focusing the mind. The wisdom
produced through them was not a mystical form of intuition. Rather, it
allowed a person to see things as they actually are in a rational and free
manner. With that wisdom, the practitioner could know truth and
firmly adhere to that truth. When he could not be shaken or moved
from that truth by fear, pain, or passions, he had realized enlighten-
ment. Because the mind had been freed from the fetters of the defile-
ments and passions, this state was called “emancipation” or ‘“salva-
tion” (moksa, vimoksa, vimuktt). The truth that he realized through his
enlightenment was called nirvana (P. nibbana). Some scholars have
explained salvation as referring to the freedom of the mind from afflic-
tions and nirvana as referring to peace.!?

The First Sermon

After the Buddha had attained enlightenment, he remained under the
bodhi-tree and entered a deep state of meditative concentration (samadhi)
that lasted for seven days. When he emerged from his meditation, he
went and sat under another tree to contemplate the bliss that had
resulted from his enlightenment. While he was sitting under this second
tree, two merchants, Trapu$a and Bhallika, saw the Buddha, offered
him cakes sweetened with honey, and thus became the first lay Bud-
dhists. The Buddha did not leave the tree for five weeks. During this
time, he began to doubt whether he should teach the contents of his
enlightenment to others. Because his teaching (Dharma) was subtle and
profound, he feared that others would not understand it even if he
preached it to them. The Buddha’s doubts may also have arisen from
his temporary difficulty in discovering a purpose in life once he had
attained enlightenment, the highest goal for a religious man. The Bud-
dha overcame his doubts by turning away from the self-centered quest
for his own enlightenment, deciding instead to preach to others and
help them toward salvation. The resolution of the Buddha’s doubts is
portrayed in a myth that relates that during the five weeks when the
Buddha was quietly contemplating his enlightenment he began to feel
hesitant about preaching. Only when the god Brahma intervened and
encouraged him to preach did the Buddha agree to do so.

Some modern scholars have argued that deep religious significance
can be found in Sakyamuni Buddha’s hesitation to preach.!®* But the
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hesitation could have sprung from many sources. Someone who has
himself accomplished a major undertaking can perhaps understand that
nihilistic feelings may beset a person after success. Many of the Bud-
dha’s disciples probably experienced such feelings after they had real-
ized enlightenment. The legends about Sakyamuni’s hesitation to
preach may have arisen because the Buddha was tempted simply to
enter complete nirvapa after his enlightenment, thereby avoiding the dif-
ficulties that the propagation of his teaching would entail. Buddhists
came to believe that some Buddhas in the past had decided, in fact, not
to preach. Some modern scholars argue that the pratyekabuddha (P. pacce-
kabuddha) originated from such stories. The pratyekabuddha was a buddha
who had attained enlightenment but died (entered complete nirvana)
without ever deciding to preach to others. The pratyekabuddha was said
by later Buddhists to have a separate vehicle (ydna) to enlightenment.
Other modern scholars have argued that the concept of the pratyekabud-
dha did not arise from stories about Sakyamuni Buddha’s hesitancy to
preach but from the examples of sages (7s1) who lived and practiced
alone.!#

Once the Buddha decided to preach, he had to determine who his
first audience would be. He eventually decided to preach to the five
monks who had helped him when he was undergoing austerities because
he thought they would be able to understand the truths he had discov-
ered. He traveled west to the Deer Park (Mrgadava) at Benares. Today
the Deer Park is known as Sarnath and is the site of ruins commemorat-
ing the Buddha’s first sermon. Among the ruins is a pillar erected by
King Asoka. On the capital of the pillar are some exquisitely carved
lions and the wheel of the teaching (Dharmacakra).

The Buddha’s preaching is called the “turning of the wheel of the
teaching.” When the Buddha preached his first sermon to the five
monks at Benares, he told them to avoid the two extremes of asceticism
or luxurious living; instead, they were to follow the Middle Way
(madhyama-pratipad). He also told them about the Four Noble Truths,
which consisted of the truths of suffering, the cause of suffering, the ces-
sation of suffering, and the way to end suffering. The first of the five
men to become enlightened through the Buddha’s teaching was Ajiata-
kaundinya, who became Sakyamum s first disciple. Later the other four
attained enlightenment and also became disciples, thus establishing the
Buddhist order (sarigha). The Buddha then explained that people had no
eternal soul and were composed of the five aggregates, whereupon the
five disciples realized the enlightenment of arhats (an arhat is defined as
someone who had completely eliminated all defilements). Because the
Buddha had eliminated all his defilements he was also called an arhat.
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However, since the wisdom of the Buddha attained through enlighten-
ment surpassed that of his disciples, the disciples were not called bud-
dhas. The men who became monks were called mendicants (bhiksu)
because they lived by begging their food while devoting themselves to
religious practice.

Growth of the Buddhist Order

The Buddha’s first disciples were the five monks to whom he preached
at Sarnath. According to the earlier biographies of the Buddha, he next
converted Ya$as, the son of a wealthy elder ($resthin) of Benares. YaSas’
parents and wife became Buddhist laymen (updsaka) and laywomen
(upasika). Fifty-four of YaSas’ friends entered the order and were
ordained as monks. All of them are said to have become arhats. The
Buddha sent them out to spread his teachings, saying: “Go out and
preach, monks, out of compassion for sentient beings, and out of con-
cern for the world. Bring benefits, happiness, and caring to gods and
men. No two of you should go to the same place. Preach the Dharma
with reason and eloquence so that it will be good at the beginning, mid-
dle, and end” (Vinaya, vol. 1, p. 20). Out of compassion, the Buddha
wished to convey to common people at least some of the truths he had
realized.

The Buddha subsequently returned to Magadha, where he converted
many people The Buddha’s victory over a noted religious teacher,

resulted in the conversion to Buddhism of Uruvilva Kasyapa, his two
younger brothers, and their disciples. The Buddha’s fame spread as a
result of these and other conversions. When he led his retinue to
Rajagrha, King Srenika Bimbisara became a lay disciple and gave the
Buddha a bamboo grove, which was used as quarters for monks. Bim-
bisara thus became the first head of state to protect the order, and the
bamboo grove became the base for the order’s activities

Saw became the Buddha’s dlsc1ples Sarlputra was converted
when he heard one of the Buddha’s first five monastic converts, Asvajit,
recite, “Of all things that arise from cause, the Tathégatha has
explained their causes and their cessations. Thus has the great sramana
taught” (Vinaya, vol. 1, p. 41). Sariputra then persuaded Maha-
maudgalyayana also to become the Buddha’s disciple. The Buddha is
said to have predicted that the two men would become leaders of the
order; and, in fact, they played major roles in spreading the Buddha’s
teachings.
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Around the same time, Mahakasyapa converted to Buddhism when
he saw the Buddha near the Bahuputraka Caitya (Mahdvastu, vol. 3, p.
50). He is said to have practiced religious austerities assiduously. After
the Buddha’s death, he assembled the order and supervised recitation of
the Buddha’s teachings at the First Council.

Among the Buddha’s major female lay disciples was Visakha
Mrgaramatr, a native of Sravasti and a generous donor to the order.
Much later, the king of the city, Prasenajit, was converted to Buddhism
by his wife, Mallika.

The most important of the Buddha’s lay disciples was Sudatta, a
wealthy merchant from Sravasti known by the epithet Anathapindada
or “the giver of food to the unprotected” because of the many alms he
gave to orphans. He first heard that “a Buddha had appeared” when he
was on a business trip to Rajagrha. Before the night was over, he had
visited the Buddha at Sitavana. After Sudatta became the Buddha’s
disciple, he invited the Buddha to come to Sravasti. To provide Bud-
dhist monks with residences, Sudatta purchased a park from Prince Jeta
of Sravasti, had quarters for the monks built in it, and presented it to
the order. This monastery was known as Jetavana. Its first buildings
were erected in just three months, indicating that they were probably
simple wood structures.

A number of years after his enlightenment, the Buddha returned to
Kapilavastu to see his father, the king, and his foster mother, the queen.
At that time he initiated his son Rahula, who was still a child, as a nov-
ice (Sramanera) and assigned Siriputra to instruct Rahula. The Buddha
subsequently initiated many other young men including his cousins
Devadatta and Ananda, his half-brother Nanda, and a barber named
Upali, who had served the gékya nobility. Upali eventually became an
expert in monastic discipline and played an important role in the early
Buddhist order.

During the forty-five years between the Buddha’s enlightenment and
death, he traveled and preached in central India, staying primarily in
Magadha and Kausala. On a typical journey, the Buddha might have
set out from Rajagrha in the southeast and traveled north, passing
through Nalanda and arriving in the small village of Pataliputra (at the
site of the modern city of Patna). The Buddha would then cross the
Ganges River and go to Vai$all on the north bank, entering the country
of the Licchavis. He would continue north through Kusinagara and
then turn west to Kapilavastu and southwest to Sravasti. From there he
might go south through Alavi to Kau§ambi, then east to Benares, and
from there back to Rajagrha.

Many of these sites became shrines or important Buddhist centers.
One of the Buddha’s favorite places to stop near Rajagrha was
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Grdhrakata Hill. He sometimes stayed at the Amrayas;iké and Yas-
tivana groves near Rajagrha. The First Council was held in the Sapta-
parnaguha, a cave near Rajagrha. In Vai$ali, he would often stay at the
large Mahavana lecture hall. In Kau$§ambi, the capital of Vatsa, King
Udayana of Vatsa became an important patron of Buddhism after he
was converted by his wife, Queen éyémévati. A small monastery in
Kaus$ambi, the Ghositarama, was given to the Buddhist order by a
devout layman, Ghosita; after the Buddha’s death it developed into a
large monastery.

During the Buddha’s lifetime, the monasteries were built of wood.
Passages in the Vinaya as well as archeological excavations of Patalipu-
tra have indicated that many of its oldest sections, even the palaces of
kings, were constructed of wood, and the fences around the earliest sti-
pas were also wooden. As timber became scarcer, however, stone was
increasingly used. The Buddhist stipas and other monuments that have
survived until the present day were constructed of stone.

After many of the young men of the Sakyas had become monks, the
Buddha’s foster mother and aunt, Mahaprajapati Gautami, expressed
her desire to become a nun. She went before the Buddha together with
a number of young women to ask permission to become nuns, but
the Buddha refused her request even after she had repeated it several
times. Only after Ananda interceded with the Buddha was the estab-
lishment of an order of nuns (bhiksuni) reluctantly permitted. To govern
the relations between monks and nuns and to prevent sexual activity,
the Buddha established stringent restrictions concerning the inter-
actions between them. In addition, nuns were required to observe
“eight weighty rules” (gurudharma) that made them subordinate to the
order of monks. Despite such restrictions on their activities, many able
nuns were active during the lifetime of the Buddha. Ksema and
Dharmadinna were famous for their knowledge and frequently lectured
to men. Utpalavarna was skilled in the use of superhuman abilities,
and Kr§agautami attained a remarkably profound level of enlighten-
ment. The names of many other nuns are recorded in early Buddhist lit-
erature.

Details about many of the Buddha’s lay disciples are known. Citra
was well versed in Buddhist doctrine, and Ugra of Vaisali and
Mahanima of the Sakyas were famed for their almsgiving.

The names of many of the Buddha’s monastic disciples are known, as
are details about them. The bandit Angulimalya was taught by the Bud-
dha and became his disciple. Ksullapanthaka could not memorize even
one verse of the Buddha’s teaching, but he still attained a deep level of
enlightenment through the Buddha’s guidance. Pirna Maitrayaniputra
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was an able preacher. Mahakatyayana and Mahakausthila were skilled
at explaining the Dharma. Mahakatyayana spread Buddhism to Avan-
ti, south of central India. Pirna was responsible for spreading Bud-
dhism to Sunaparantaka on the west coast of India. According to a story
that probably dates from the period after Buddhism had already spread
to South India, a Brahman named Bavari from the Deccan in South
India sent sixteen of his disciples to central India to hear the Buddha’s
teachings (“Parayanavagga” chapter of the Suttanipata). The sixteen
disciples journeyed along the old trade route known as the Southern
Road (Daksinapatha) from Pratisthana in the Deccan through Ujjayini
in the country of Avanti, on to Vidi$a, KauSambi, and Saketa, finally
arriving in Sravasti. Because the Buddha was no longer in Sravasti,
they continued traveling up the Northern Road (Uttarapatha) to
Rajagrha, where they met the Buddha and became his disciples.
Among their number were Ajita and Tissa-Metteya, two men who later
may have been somehow identified with Maitreya (P. Metteya), the
future Buddha.

Death of the Buddha

The Buddha’s teachings continued to spread through central India.
During this time, Buddhism competed with other religious groups in
India. The most noteworthy of these were the Jainas and Ajivikas. Both
ASoka and his grandson Dagaratha donated caves in the Barabar Hills
to the Ajivikas, indicating that the Ajivikas were still influential in cen-
tral India during the centuries after the Buddha’s death.

During the last years of the Buddha’s life, Devadatta plotted to cause
a schism in the Buddhist order. He joined forces with Ajatasatru, who
had killed his father, King Bimbisara of Magadha, in order to inherit
the throne. Together they made plans that would bring them fame and
power. Devadatta went to Sakyamuni to ask for permission to lead the
Buddhist order, but $akyamuni refused his request. Devadatta is then
said to have attempted to kill the Buddha by releasing a mad elephant
that tried to charge the Buddha. Later he pushed a rock off a mountain-
top down toward the Buddha, a fragment of which cut the Buddha’s
foot. When these attempts to kill the Buddha failed, Devadatta at-
tempted to cause a schism in the order by proposing five new rules that
required greater austerities for monks. He thus tried to attract to his
cause many of those who had only recently joined the order. However,
two of the Buddha’s leading disciples, Sariputra and Mahamaudga-
lydyana, managed to thwart his plans. Among Devadatta’s followers
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were Kokilika and Katamorakatisyaka. AjataSatru later repented the
murder of his father, Bimbisara, and became a follower of the Buddha.

King Prasenajit of Kausala died and was succeeded by his son Vidi-
dabha. Because the Buddha’s tribe, the Sikyas, had insulted Vida-
dabha earlier, one of the new king’s first acts was to attack and destroy
them. This occurred late in Sakyamunl s lifetime. Later, Kau$ala was
destroyed by Ajata$atru, who then turned his attention toward the Vrji
people, who lived north of the Ganges. -

Around that time, Sakyamuni was leaving Rajagrha on the last jour-
ney before his death. He crossed the Ganges and entered Vaisali, where
he converted the courtesan Amrapali, who gave her gardens to the Bud-
dhist order. While he was passing the rainy season retreat alone at
Vaifali, the Buddha became very ill. According to later traditions,
Mara appeared before him and urged him to die. The Buddha then pre-
dicted that he would die in three months.

éikyamuni continued his journey, leaving Vaifali, passing through
many villages, and eventually arriving at Pava. There he was fed by a
blacksmith named Cunda and became violently ill with diarrhea and
hemorrhaging. The food Sakyamuni had been served was called sikara-
maddava in Pali; modern scholars have identified it as either a soft type
of pork or a variety of mushroom. The Buddha continued to travel
despite his illness, arriving in Ku§inagara (Kusinara), where he died (or
entered parinirvana) in a grove of sala trees.

According to the Mahaparinibbana suttanta, Sakyarnum left a number
of instructions for the order before he died. For example, when he was
asked about the future of the order, he answered, “What does the order
expect of me? I have preached without distinguishing between esoteric
and exoteric doctrines. In the teachings of the Buddha there is no such
thing as the closed fist of a teacher hiding things from his disciples”
(chap. 2, v. 32). He thus explained that the Buddha was not to be
thought of as the head of the order; rather, the order was to be a cooper-
ative community without a specified leader. After the Buddha’s death,
his teachings are said to have been passed from Mahakasyapa to
Ananda, and then to Madhyantika and so forth. Yet even this lineage
refers only to the maintenance of the Buddha’s teachings, not to the
leadership of the order. The Buddha’s attitude is expressed well in his
words: “Be a lamp unto yourselves. Be refuges unto yourselves. Let the
Dharma be your lamp. Let the Dharma be your refuge” (chap.
2,v. 35).

The Buddha instructed his followers who had become mendicants not
to honor his remains (Sarira). Rather they were to strive after the highest
good (P. sadattha). He told them, “You should not think that your teach-
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er’s words have ceased and that you no longer have a teacher. Rather
you should let the teachings (Dharma) and rules (vinaya) that I have set
forth be your teacher after I have died” (chap. 6, v. 1). Shortly before
his death he asked his assembled disciples three times “Have you any
questions?” When they remained silent all three times, he told them,
“All things must decay. Be diligent in striving for salvation’’ (chap. 6,
vv. 5-10). Then he entered a trance and died (entered complete nir-
vana).

After the Buddha’s death, the Mallas of Ku$inagara took his body,
honored it with flowers, scents, and music, and then cremated it. The
remains were divided among eight of the peoples of central India, who
took their shares and constructed stapas for them. Stipas were also build
by individuals for the urn that had held the Buddha’s remains and for
the ashes from the cremation. In 1898 Peppé excavated an old stupa at
Piprahwa, a site connected with the Sakyas In it he discovered an urn
with an inscription written in characters that indicated it might have
been composed at the time of King Asoka or earlier. According to the
inscription, the urn contained the remains of Sakyamum which had
been enshrined by the Sakyas. After the contents of the urn had been
identified as Sakyamunl s remains, part of them were presented to
Thailand. Thailand, in turn, divided its portion and sent part of the
remains to Japan, where they were enshrined at the Nittaiji Temple in
Nagoya. The urn is in the collection of the Calcutta Museum.

In 1958 an urn containing the remains from a cremation was found at
the site of Vaisali. Although the urn had no inscription, it was similar to
the one Peppé had discovered and identified as containing the Buddha’s
remains. The account in the Mahaparinibbana suttanta of the division of
the Buddha’s relics into eight parts thus seems to be based on historical
fact. These stapas were the forerunners of other stipas that were later
erected throughout India and served as centers for Buddhist devotees.



CHAPTER 3

Early Buddhist Doctrine

Introduction to Doctrine

TrE TEACHINGS the Buddha had preached during the last forty-five
years of his life were recited at the First Council (sanigiti). (Although
writing existed at this time, the scriptures were transmitted orally.) The
Dharma and Vinaya traditionally are said to have been collected at the
council. The doctrines (Dharma) were organized into scriptures (sitras)
and the sitras were eventually collected to form a Sitra-pitaka (basket of
satras). The rules and regulations of monastic discipline (vinaya) were
collected and organized into a Vinaya-pitaka (basket of Vinaya). The
Siitra-pitaka is also called the Agama or transmitted (teachings), a term
indicating that the satras consisted of teachings handed down from the
past. ‘

As the teachings were committed to memory and passed down from
one g