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Pronunciation Guide

Main Topics Covered
e Introduction
e Sanskrit and Pali
o Chinese
e Japanese
e Tibetan
e Korean

Introduction

In the course of its long history Buddhism has
spread to every part of Asia. One result of this
is that Buddhist concepts have come to be ex-
pressed in languages as diverse as Sanskrit, Pali,
Tibetan, Chinese, Mongolian, Japanese, Korean,
Thai, Sinhala, Viethamese and many more. Since
this book is intended to reflect the cultural diver-
sity of Buddhism, it contains terms drawn from
all the major Buddhist languages. Following the
scholarly convention, however, the primary lan-
guage used is Sanskrit. Sanskrit served as the
lingua franca of ancient India, just as Latin did
in medieval Europe, and most of the translations
made into other Asian languages were based on
Sanskrit originals. The most important scriptures
of Mahayana Buddhism were composed in a vari-
ant of Sanskrit known as Buddhist Hybrid Sanskrit,



while the earliest Buddhist scriptures are preserved
in Pali, a literary language derived from Sanskrit.

Sanskrit and Pali

One feature of Asian languages like Sanskrit is
that their alphabets are larger than those of West-
ern languages. In order to represent the addition-
al characters diacritical marks have to be added to
the Roman letters. These typically take the form
of symbols such as dots and dashes placed above
or below certain characters. These symbols affect
pronunciation in various ways. As far as Sanskrit
is concerned, the most important of these is that
a macron above a vowel serves to lengthen it,
roughly doubling the length of the sound. Thus the
character “a” is pronounced as in “far” rather than
“fat.” With respect to consonants, an underdot (t, d,
etc.) indicates that the tongue touches the roof of
the mouth when pronouncing these letters, giving
the characteristic sound of English when spoken
with an Indian accent. For the most part the other
marks do not affect pronunciation enough to be
of any special concern. A summary of the most
important points in connection with the pronun-
ciation of Sanskrit and Pali terms is shown below:

a pronounced as in far

T pronounced as in seek

a pronounced as in brute

r pronounced as in risk

n pronounced as in Spanish manana

Ssors pronounced as in shoe

n/m pronounced with a nasal sound as
in ring

C pronounced ch, as in church

11 Sanskrit and Pali Contents | Pronunciation Guide: Tstart | Lend



12 Chinese

More detailed guidance on the pronunciation of
Sanskrit can be found in chapter 1 of Michael
Coulson Sanskrit: An Introduction to the Clas-
sical Language (Teach Yourself Books, 1992).

Chinese

The transcription and pronunciation of Chinese
poses special problems due to the fact that there
are two systems in use for transcribing it, name-
ly Wade-Giles and Pinyin. The latter was intro-
duced in 1979 by the People’s Republic of China
as its official system, but the earlier Wade-Giles
method of transcription is still in widespread use.
Pinyin has gained acceptance among specialists,
and we use it here, but students are more like-
ly to encounter Wade-Giles in introductory and
popular literature. A helpful guide on converting
from Wade-Giles to Pinyin can be found in A. C.
Graham, Disputers of the Tao (La Salle, lllinois:
Open Court, 1989) pp. 441-444. Neither Pinyin
or Wade-Giles, however, provides a way of rep-
resenting the sounds of spoken Chinese with any
accuracy since the same characters in Chinese
may be pronounced in one of four different tones.

Japanese

The transcription of Japanese is relatively unprob-
lematic, and this book uses the widely-adopted
Hepburn system. The characters used correspond
closely to their Roman equivalents, with the ex-
ception of the long vowels 6 and 0. As in the trans-
literation of Sanskrit, the macron over the letter
indicates that the sound of the vowel is empha-
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13 Tibetan

sized and lengthened, thus koan is pronounced
“koh-an,” with the emphasis on the first syllable.

Tibetan

In contrast to Japanese, Tibetan orthography and
pronunciation poses many complex problems.
This is despite the fact that a standard system
of transliteration exists that does not rely on
diacritics, namely the system devised by Tur-
rell Wylie and explained in his article “A Standard
System of Tibetan Transcription” (Harvard Jour-
nal of Asiatic Studies, vol. 22, 1959: 261-267).
The present work adopts this method of trans-
literation, but difficulties still remain. Not least
among these is the fact that Tibetan words fre-
quently contain letters that are not pronounced
(this is also a feature of English, as in words such
as “through,” “ought,” and so forth). Since this
book is intended primarily for a general read-
ership, the policy of using a simplified phonetic
form for the spelling of Tibetan words has been
adopted while putting the correct transliteration
from the Tibetan in brackets, thus: lama (blama).

Korean

The Korean system of writing is known as
Hangul, and the present work uses the stan-
dard conventions for transcription into English.
This method uses the standard Roman alpha-
bet pronounced for the most part as in English,
with the exception of the two vowels 0 (pro-
nounced as in cot) and U (pronounced as in burn).

Contents | Pronunciation Guide: Tstart | lend




The Background to Buddhism

Main Topics Covered
e The Indus Valley Civilization
e The Indus Religion
e The Indus Inheritance
e The Vedic Culture
e Vedic Literature
e The Vedic Inheritance
e The Age of the Wanderers
e The Two Traditions
e The Philosophical Problematic

The Indus Valley Civilization

In the third millennium B.C.E., peoples from the
neolithic cultures of Baluchistan moved into the
fertile flood plains of the Indus River and es-
tablished cities at Harappa, Mohenjodaro, and
other sites. They engaged in considerable trad-
ing as far as Mesopotamia; the southern city at
Lothal had a sophisticated drydock system.
The well laid-out streets, consistent city plans,
almost modern sanitation facilities, central-
ized food storage areas, and the presence of
citadels in the hearts of the cities all suggest a
strong and conservative system of government.

This Indus Valley Civilization developed its
own writing system, which is as yet undecipher-



able, although there has been some fruitful spec-
ulation that it was used to write a proto-Dravidian
language. This writing is found in short inscrip-
tions on beautifully carved seals, probably giving
the name of the owner, with well-conceived and
naturalistic pictures of animals and what may well
be gods. Another clue to the religious life of these
peopleis found inthe presence of large ritual baths
associated with the central city and indicating a
profound concern for bodily purity—a concern re-
flected also in the sophisticated sewage system.

By the time this civilization had reached its
full growth, it covered a territory over a thou-
sand miles long, greater than that of any other
ancient civilization. By around 1200 B.C.E. the
cities were dying: craftsmanship and organiza-
tion were disappearing, and huddled skeletons
with crushed skulls in the most recent levels
suggest either invasions or internecine warfare.
The Indus River seems to have no longer been
under control, perhaps because of a shift in its
flow, and there may have been excessive floods.
It is debated whether the Indo-European invad-
ers from the North West were the actual destroy-
ers of the cities; but in any case they probably
found a civilization in the final process of decay.

The Indus Religion

From the seals and the baths we can make some
uncertain inferences about the religion of the
cities. They seem to have shared in the general
Near Eastern cult of the Mother Goddess, pro-
ducing terracotta figurines of female figures,
nude except for a short skirt. This goddess, as
represented on the seals, seems often to have
been associated with horned animals, even be-
ing represented herself as a theriomorph. We find
scenes of religious processions approaching what
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seem to be sacred trees, occasionally with a god-
dess—or a tree spirit—depicted in the branches;
one seal depicts a female figure, upside down,
with a tree growing from between her parted legs.

Several figures are shown sitting in what
came to be called a yogic posture, with legs tight-
ly crossed and the hands placed on the knees,
often being paid homage by others. Here too we
may mention the ritual baths, and the extreme
importance that seems to have been laid upon
bodily purity and the proper disposal of hu-
man wastes: water itself seems to have carried
considerable religious significance. We find, fi-
nally, large numbers of seemingly phallic ob-
jects, perhaps presented as offerings to the god-
dess as part of rituals of growth and fertility.

The Indus Inheritance

We may speculate on the elements of this reli-
gious culture that were passed on to its scattered
descendants and absorbed into the mainstream
of Indian religion. The Mother Goddess especially
reappears in later Hinduism, but played almost no
role at all in the Buddhist cult. But we find local
spirits of trees and streams as central figures in
early Buddhism: these are the yaksas and serpent-
like nagas who appear constantly in the canonical
texts. The sacred tree, too, appears in Buddhism
as the tree of enlightenment. There are, for ex-
ample, any number of Buddhist representations of
the Buddha seated cross-legged beneath the tree,
protected by the giant hood of the serpent Mu-
calinda. The three basic elements in the portrayal
may all be derived from the Indus Civilization.

The Indus emphasis on purity of the body
and the presence of what may have been yo-
gic practices give some evidence of a basically
transcendent, perspective in Indus religion. We
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may postulate the presence of a sacerdotal class
who ran the sacred baths and interceded with
the goddess for the fertility of the crops. But
even more, there may well have been a special
class of religious practitioners whose aim lay in
the induction of trance-like states of bodily im-
mobility, and the impenetrability of the body to
pollution. The entire yogic ideal of absolute with-
drawal from sensory input cannot easily be traced
to Indo-European antecedents; but in the Indus
concern for the integrity of the bodily integument
and in their representation of figures in cross-
legged immobility, we may find a clue to what
would become a major element of Indian religion.

The Vedic Culture

The Indo-European invaders who trod upon the
warm corpse of the Indus Civilization were, by
their own account, a hard-drinking, hard-riding
band of stalwart warriors, who used with con-
siderable efficacy their own invention of war,
the horse-drawn chariot. They brought with
them a pantheon of sky gods, families of pro-
fessional reciters of hymns and performers of
ritual, and a substance called soma that pro-
duced states of divine ecstasy and magical power.

This somamaywell have beenthe psychotropic
mushroom Amanita muscaria. The religious pro-
fessionals—the technicians of the sacred—opened
up the shining world of the gods, and in their ritu-
als of offerings and praise asked boons of the de-
vas, the shining ones. Yet in their ecstatic power
they were able to control even the gods them-
selves, and the rituals grew with time into complex
magical simulacra for the processes of the entire
cosmos, owned and controlled by human agency.

This growing homologization of the ritual to
the universe took place as the secret of soma was

17 The Vedic Culture Contents | Background: Tstart | lend



18 Vedic Literature

being lost among the priests. But the ideal of ec-
static trance and magic power continued to be ex-
pressed, and paradox and metaphor became the
vehicles for a literary alteration of consciousness.
The magical correspondences of the ritual were
expanded, and even in the latest hymns we find the
sacrificer still flying in space, his spirit among the
gods, while mortals see only his body here below.

Vedic Literature

Tue Basic Texts. This visionary tradition was ear-
ly formulated into orally transmitted texts. The
priestly families kept collections of their own in-
herited hymns, and shortly before the first mil-
lenium B.C.E. these were in turn collected into an
anthology known as the Rg-veda. As the rituals
grew more complex, specialized functions were
introduced. A priest was appointed specifical-
ly to handle the physical actions of the sacrifice
and to manipulate the sacred implements, each
of which had to be empowered by the recitation
of stereotyped magical formulas. The utteranc-
es of this performance were then collected into
another anthology, the Yajur-veda. Again, an-
other specialized priest took on the role of can-
tor, and chanted the sacred verses to special
melodies, and these verses were collected, along
with their musical notation, in the Sama-veda.

In addition to these texts, the threefold sa-
cred knowledge, a fourth collection of hymns
called the Atharva-veda was made specifical-
ly for the magical averting of evil. These ritu-
als against death, disease, and hostile witch-
craft seem to have been the property of less
orthodox religious specialists who lived some-
what closer to the everyday life of the people.

THe Exposimions. Around 800 B.C.E. there began the
composition of compendious prose expositions of

Contents | Background: Tstart | lend



19 Vedic Literature

the Vedicritual. These Brahmanas deal in sacerdo-
tal detail with the homologies of the sacrifice and
the cosmos, and there are the first hints of later
doctrines of liberation. If the ritual granted magi-
cal power and control of the universe through the
magic namings of the priest, then might there not
be the single thing whose name is the name of all?
There had already been some speculation that all
the gods and the universe itself came from the one:
if this one thing could be known, then the ultimate
power, and the ultimate freedom, might be gained.

These doctrines were expanded upon in the
Aranyakas, books whose secret and sacred lore
could be learned only in the solitude of the for-
ests. The archaic modes of ecstasy were turned to
realization, and in meditations called vidyas, the
practitioner internalized the cosmic dimensions
of the ritual and could gain the knowledge and
power of the ritual without its actual performance.

Very shortly before the time of the Buddha
himself, there began to be composed the earli-
est prose Upanisads, teachings imparted only
from a master to a disciple. Here the quest for
the one was carried on in true earnest. Ritual el-
ements increasingly disappear, and the secret
and shockingly new truth of transmigration and
its terror of repeated death becomes the cen-
tral motivation for knowledge. The single thing
whose name is the essence of the world process
is identified as that which is changeless in the
midst of change, the ultimate cause of all effects,
that which cannot nonexist : to know it—and thus
to possess it—is the key to liberation from death.

The one was approached from several di-
rections. It was considered to be the substance
of which all things were made, and thus the un-
changing ground of phenomenal appearances. As
such it was identified with the magic oral powers
that created and sustained the cosmos, and was
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called the Brahman. Again, the one was sought
within the individual, as that without which life
and consciousness could not be, and was thus
the unchanging ground of the transmigrating
self. As such it was identified with earlier specu-
lations upon the sustaining power of the breath
and was called the atman. A final step was taken
in the most secret teaching of all, that in real-
ity this Brahman and this atman were the same.

This teaching is enshrined in the most sacred
utterances of the Upanisads, the great sayings
such as Tat tvam asi (“You are That”) or Brahmo
‘ham (“I am Brahman”). It was by meditation upon
such sayings that the practitioner gained knowl-
edge in a flash of realization; he perceived direct-
ly the unchanging reality that underlay the shift-
ing panorama of experience, and his knowledge
freed him forever from the terrible round of death.

The Vedic Inheritance

Such teachings were of paramount importance for
developing Buddhism. Buddha’s own enlighten-
ment was a visionary and ecstatic experience in
the mythic mode of the earliest Vedic tradition.
The doctrine of transmigration is central to the
Buddhist quest, and the idea of nirvana would
be unintelligible without it. The Buddhist pro-
cess of insight meditation is a direct continua-
tion of the meditations on the great sayings of the
Upanisads, wherein the practitioner internalizes a
concise doctrinal formula as a direct and personal
realization of the truth. However much the meta-
physical superstructure may have differed—and
it differed considerably—the quest for freedom
as a state of being within the phenomenal world,
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and the contemplative techniques used in the
search, were inherited from the Vedic tradition.

The Age of the Wanderers

For several centuries before the birth of the Bud-
dha, arevolution had been under way in India. Iron
technology had developed, creating a new type of
military specialist and a new impersonal mode of
warfare. Iron implements cleared great forests for
cultivation and constructed the vast timber pali-
sades of fortified cities. The iron-tipped plough
produced a surplus economy that could support
great governmental and religious institutions. And
from the West came the new concept of the central-
ized imperium, the world-conquering monarch,
and the uses of war for power rather than for gain.

There was vast social upheaval as rival kings
sought to establish their empires, as religious rit-
ual was increasingly turned to the support of cen-
tralized government, and as the family and tribal
structures of earlier times dissolved under the
pressures of impersonal imperialism. Indepen-
dent tribal groups were swept up into larger po-
litical units, until by the time of the Buddha only
sixteen city-states ruled over what had once been
a vast series of independent peoples. Some tribal
groups in the foothills of the Himalayas held to
their independence, but the writing was clearly
on the wall. Soon the state of Magadha would in-
augurate a final solution to the tribal question.

The Two Traditions

Opposition to these new forces took many forms,
including military resistance. The philosophi-
cal quest for freedom was inextricably bound
up with a new social movement, the wanderers
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(parivrajakas) who left home and family to seek
a way of liberation in the world. Social anomie
was expressed creatively in religious seeking,
and it was from this movement that Buddhism
directly derived. We may note that the movement
was inherently conservative politically, a reac-
tion against the release of new social forces; the
Buddha himself modeled his monastic institution
upon the old customs of the independent tribes.

We may distinguish two main religious pos-
tures in the wanderer movement itself. Some
sought freedom in transcendence, in an enstatic
withdrawal from all sensory input, and in total
immobility of the body, the breath, and the mind.
Progressive states of trance gradually drew the
meditator further and further from the realm of
phenomena, until he achieved a state of isola-
tion and monadic impenetrability. This practice
was closely bound up with concepts of purity and
pollution, for action was seen as a sort of defiling
substance that weighted the soul and bound it to
the world. The process of trance was often viewed
as a means of burning away impurities. If our
speculations concerning the Indus Valley religion
are valid, we have a clear source for these ideas
and practices. The basic functional term would
seem to be inviolability: the purity of body is a
way of preserving its unitary integrity, establish-
ing the skin as the ultimate ego-boundary, just
as the immobility of the mind becomes a means
of transcending the defilements of sensory input.
Other wanderers sought freedom in immanence,
in the visionary and ecstatic experience that ren-
dered all things new, and in the magic knowledge
that granted power over the world. The quest was
for insight rather than for isolation, for the in-
finite maneuverability available to the one who
knew how the universe worked. Here was the
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direct continuation of the Vedic tradition, which
was to culminate in the vision of the Upanisads.

The Philosophical Problematic

The above is a much simplified view of a com-
plex phenomenon. Although transcendence and
immanence remained the basic polarities of the
entire Indian contemplative tradition, there was
considerable borrowing of techniques from one
tradition to the other. We shall see later how Bud-
dhism dealt with the implicit contradictions of
its dual contemplative inheritance. These con-
tradictions further generated an entire series of
philosophical problems that both Buddhism and
Hinduism had to deal with. If ultimate reality is
immanent, then there arises the epistemolog-
cal question of why the practitioner has not re-
alized it already. The choice of transcendence
raised ontological problems, and the choice
of immanence raised epistemological ones.

What is the relationship between the body
and the soul? If the soul is a permanent and un-
changing entity somehow trapped within the
phenomenal world in spite of its transcendence,
then what is the historical process by which this
ontological fall took place? Or if the soul partici-
pates in change, then what is the psychological
process by which it enters into an epistemological
relation with an unchanging reality? We must ac-
count for personal change and the possibility of
spiritual progress on the one hand and for per-
sonal continuity and the persistence of memory
on the other. If the soul is permanent and un-
changing, then how can it be said to transmigrate?

Problems such as these were early put in
specifically Buddhist terms. The problem of kar-
ma remained a central issue for over a thousand
years, for the Buddhist maintained that there
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was no permanent entity within the personality:
how then can we say that it is the same person
who suffers for his past deeds, or who attains
enlightenment? The problem of perception re-
mained equally central: how can one imperma-
nent entity perceive another that is already past?

But even more important were the most fun-
damental soteriological issues raised by the im-
plicit contradictions of the tradition. What is the
moral value of action in the world? What hap-
pens to an enlightened person when he dies?
The Buddha is taken for the model for all reli-
gious action, but what was the central act of
his life—the enlightenment or the nirvana?

The entire history of Buddhist thought can be
seen as a search for answers to these questions.
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PART ONE: FOUNDATIONS

CHAPTER 1

Karma and Cosmology

In This Chapter

Cosmologies provide existential orientation and
give meaning and direction to human life. Bud-
dhism has a variety of cosmological notions, and
sometimes later models are mapped onto earlier
ones, resulting in a somewhat untidy picture. The
beliefs described in this chapter are not set out
neatly in Buddhist literature but are implicit in the
myths, legends, and beliefs which are transmitted
as part of the common cultural lore of Buddhist
societies. These cosmological beliefs provide the
background to Buddhism’s understanding of the
meaning of human life and its destiny and are the
presuppositions upon which its formal doctrines
are founded. The chapter begins by introducing
perspectives on time, history and destiny which are
quite different from the familiar Western ones. It
then explains ideas about karma and rebirth which
are key to understanding the meaning and purpose
of human existence from a Buddhist perspective.

Main Topics Covered
e The Cosmos in Indian Thought

e The Inhabitants of the Cosmos
e The Six Realms of Rebirth

e Karma

e The Concept of Merit

e Merit Transference
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The Cosmos in Indian Thought

BuddhismandHinduismshareaperspectiveon hu-
man life thatis in important respects very different
to that found in the West. Western conceptions of
individual existence have been profoundly shaped
by the teachings of its three main religions—Chris-
tianity, Judaism and Islam—which have their roots
in the common cultural soil of the Middle East. All
three of these religions teach that human life is
a unique event: we are born, we live, and we die.

This view of individual life derives from an
underlying perspective on time. Broadly speak-
ing, time is understood in the West as linear and
punctuated by a series of unique events. In the
East, however, time is commonly conceptual-
ized as repetitive and cyclic. Thus while the West
tends to see history as a generally forward-mov-
ing drama (interpreted in secular terms as “prog-
ress” or religiously as the working out of divine
providence), in parts of Asia—and particularly in
India—history is seen as a series of potentially in-
finite cycles in which similar patterns of events
recur with no fixed goal or purpose. Whereas
Western religions teach that the universe came
into being as the result of a unique act of cre-
ation, Indian religions believe that the cosmos
has always existed, undergoing vast cycles of
evolution and decline lasting for billions of years.

Indian cosmology is in some respects closer
to the natural patterns observed in nature, which
are predominantly cyclic. The seasons follow their
regular course, and the agricultural cycles of birth,
growth, death and renewal are repeated year af-
ter year. Periodically nature seems to die and be
reborn, as when flowers bloom in the spring af-
ter a bleak winter (in India the seasons are dif-
ferent, and the renewal of nature comes each
year with the monsoon rains which fall between
May and June). Since human beings are a part of

26 The Cosmos in Indian Thought Contents | Chapter 1: Tstart | lend


http://phyun5.ucr.edu/~wudka/Physics7/Notes_www/node27.html

nature, it did not seem strange to Indian think-
ers to conceive of human life following a similar
pattern and passing through an extended series
of births and deaths. Individual existences were
thought of like pearls on a necklace—each one
separate but strung together in an endless series.
The origin of such ideas is pre-Buddhist and they
are first mentioned in mystical writings known
as the Upanisads composed over several centu-
ries beginning around the eighth century B.C.E.
Since then belief in reincarnation has been deeply
engrained in the Indian worldview and forms a
fundamental part of the Buddhist outlook on life.

Buddhist cosmology came to envisage the
world as divided into two categories: animate
and inanimate. It pictures the inanimate part as a
kind of receptacle or container (bhajana) in which
various kinds of living beings (sattva) make their
homes. The physical universe is formed out of the
interaction of the five primary elements, namely
earth, water, fire, air and space (akasa). In Indian
thought space is considered as an element in its
own right rather than just a void or the absence of
other elements. From the interaction of these ele-
ments worlds are formed, such as the one we now
inhabit. This world is not unique, however, and
there are thought to be other worlds “as numerous
as the sands of the Ganges” inhabited by beings
like ourselves. Groups of these worlds cluster to-
gether to form “world-systems” (roughly equiva-
lent to the modern concept of a galaxy) which are
found throughout the six directions of space (to
the North, South, East, West, above, and below).

These world-systems were believed to evolve
and be destroyed over vast periods of time known
as kalpas, which last for millions of years. Worlds
come into being through the interaction of ma-
terial forces, flourish for a while, and then em-
bark on a downward spiral at the end of which
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they are destroyed in a great cataclysm caused
by natural elements such as fire, water or wind.
In due course the process starts up again and the
worlds once again evolve to complete a full cy-
cle of time known as a “great eon” (mahakalpa).
Up to this point, Buddhist cosmological notions
are not greatly different from those of mod-
ern astronomy, and it is when we turn to con-
sider Buddhist notions about the inhabitants of
these universes that distinctive conceptions arise.

The Inhabitants of the Cosmos

The natural forces which shape the universe
naturally have an impact on the living creatures
who inhabit the worlds which are created and de-
stroyed. Interestingly, some sources see the ef-
fect as two-way, and suggest that it is the actions
of the inhabitants of the various worlds that to
a large extent determine their fate. For instance,
when people are greedy and selfish the rate of
decline is accelerated, and when they are virtu-
ous it slows down. This view at first seems at
variance with the contemporary scientific view-
point, but on reflection is in harmony with mod-
ern ecology which holds that the selfish exploita-
tion of natural resources involved, for example,
in burning large quantities of fossil fuels, plays
a part in the decline of the natural environment
by causing global warming. According to Bud-
dhist belief, a world in which people are wise
and virtuous would last considerably longer and
be a more pleasant place to live than one in-
habited by an ignorant and selfish population.
Buddhist cosmology, therefore, seems to have
important implications for contemporary ecol-
ogy, a subject we will return to in chapter twelve.

In Buddhism there is no creation myth as
such, but a well-known early text called the Ag-
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ganna Sutta tells an interesting story about how
the world began. It takes us back to the time when
a previous world-system had been destroyed,
and a new one was once just beginning to evolve.
When a world is destroyed, the living beings which
inhabit it are reborn into a spiritual realm where
they await the eventual evolution of a new world.
When the new world begins to appear, they are
reborn into it as ethereal beings with translucent
bodies showing no distinction between the male
and female genders. Slowly, as the fabric of the
new world becomes denser, the spirit-like beings
reborn there begin to consume its material sub-
stance like food. As they do this, their bodies be-
come grosser and more solid, like the bodies we
have now. As the food is consumed, the myth re-
counts, it becomes scarcer, and competition for it
leads to violent conflict. In order to keep the peace
the people elect a king, who then imposes laws
and punishes those who break them. This event
marks the beginning of social and political life.

Some scholars interpret this text not so much
as a creation myth as a satire on the beliefs of
the Buddha’s Brahmin rivals who believed that the
structure of society envisaged in the caste system
was divinely ordained. Whichever way we read it,
however, the myth presents a view of the origins
of the world which is quite unlike the one taught
in Christianity. In the Buddhist account the world
is not the work of a divine creator, and creation
is not a once-and-for-all event. Both faiths do
seem to agree on one thing, however: that man-
kind is in its present predicament because of a
primordial fall caused by a moral failing. The dif-
ference is that the Judeo-Christian tradition at-
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tributes the fall to pride and disobedience, while
Buddhism attributes it to craving and desire.

The Six Realms of Rebirth

Within any given world-system there exist quali-
tatively different modes of existence, some more
pleasant than others. The sources commonly
speak of six domains or “realms” into which an

The bhavacakra or ‘wheel of life’ depicted in a
Tibetan thangka.

30 The Six Realms of Rebirth Contents | Chapter 1: Tstart | lend




individual can be reborn. Some of these realms
are visible to us here and now, while others are

not. The ones we can see are the human and

animal realms, and the ones we cannot see are
those of the gods, the asuras (explained below),
and hell. On the borderline is the realm of the
ghosts, beings who hover on the fringes of the
human world and who are occasionally glimpsed
as they flit among the shadows. As the wheel of
samsara moves around, beings migrate through
the various realms of rebirth in accordance with
their karma, or the good and evil deeds commit-
ted in each life. The scheme of the six realms is
commonly depicted in the form of a wheel known
as the “wheel of life” (bhavacakra), which sets out
the relative position of each of the six domains.

Hamans Titars

Animals

Diagram showing the six realms of re-
birth depicted in the wheel of life

If we look at the circular diagram of the wheel of
life, we see three realms below the line and three
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above. This simple division reflects a qualitative
difference in that the three realms below the mid-
dle line (hell, the ghosts, and animals) are unfor-
tunate places to be reborn, while those above the
line (heaven, the asuras, and the human world)
are more pleasant. The wheel of life is often de-
picted in Tibetan thangkas or wall hangings, like
the one shown above. The wheel is a symbolic
representation of the process of cyclic rebirth or
samsara, and shows the six realms of rebirth in
the grasp of the demon Yama, the Lord of Death
(also known as Mara and by other names). The
skulls in Yama’s headdress show that he repre-
sents death, time and impermanence. On some
accounts the wheel represents a mirror held up
by Yama to a dying person revealing the various
possibilities for the next rebirth open to them.

At the very center of the wheel are shown
three animals: a cock, a pig and a snake, which
represent the “three poisons” of greed, ha-
tred and delusion. It is these forces that create
bad karma and fuel the endless cycle of rebirth.
Placing these mental forces at the centre of the
diagram reveals the important place that Bud-
dhism accords to psychology and the profound
influence it has on our experience of the world
by causing us to be reborn in one realm or an-
other. The close connection between psychology
and cosmology is also seen in meditational the-
ory, where the various levels of trance (dhyana)
are classified in the manner of physical planes in
the scheme of thirty-one levels explained below.

Most schools of Buddhism believe that the
transition from one realm to another at death
is instantaneous (one authority compares it to
someone swinging across a river on a rope tied
to the branch of a tree). Some Buddhist schools,
however, notably those in Tibet, believe there is
an intermediate state known as the bardo which
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acts as a buffer between lives and in which the
spirit of the deceased person remains for up to
forty-nine days before being reborn. During this
time the spirit glimpses all six realms of rebirth
before being attracted—as if by magnetism—to
the one most in keeping with its karmic state.

Perhaps the view of the world just described
seems alien and strange, but the notion of the
cosmos having various realms or divisions is
not unfamiliar in the West. Traditional Christian
teachings depict God dwelling at the summit of
his creation surrounded by angels and saints,
while Satan inhabits an infernal region beneath
our feet. Human beings are somewhere in be-
tween, poised, so to speak, between two eternal
destinies. Traditional teachings also speak of a
fourth domain—purgatory—existing as a tempo-
rary abode for departed souls undergoing puri-
fication in order to be worthy to enter heaven.
This gives us a total of four possible states or
modes of existence, all of which are found in the
Buddhist scheme. To these four Buddhism adds
another by subdividing the world we now inhabit
into separate domains for animals and humans.
It then adds a final one, namely the domain of
the asuras mentioned above. These are figures
from Indian mythology who did battle with the
gods as part of an eternal struggle between good
and evil. In Buddhist teachings they are depict-
ed as warlike demons consumed by hatred and a
lust for power who cannot refrain from express-
ing their violent impulses in a futile struggle for
a victory they never achieve. Instead, their con-
duct reveals that hatred breeds only hatred, and
one battle leads simply to the next. However, as
noted, the asuras are not of great importance
in this scheme of things and are omitted in the
earliest descriptions, which speak only of five
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realms (it is not impossible that they were add-
ed to the scheme simply to balance the circle).

There are also some important differences to
the Christian conception of the cosmos. The most
notable is that in the Buddhist scheme no-one is
condemned to abide permanently in any given
realm. Hell is not a place of permanent damnation,
and heaven is not a place of eternal happiness.
The wheel revolves continuously, and individuals
may move repeatedly in and out of any of the six
destinations or “gatis,” as they are known. In this
respect the Buddhist hell is more like the Christian
concept of purgatory. The second difference is that
the Buddhist hell is more varied, and is thought to
have cold as well as hot areas in which the depart-
ed spirits suffer until their evil karma is purged.

The world of the ghosts is a realm of suffering
of a special kind. The denizens of this realm are
pictured as beings who were selfish and greedy in
their previous life and who are now suffering the
consequences by being denied the ability to enjoy
the pleasures they crave. In popular art they are
depicted with swollen stomachs and tiny mouths
through which they can never pass enough food to
satisfy their constant hunger. Generosity (dana) is
highly valued in Buddhism, and the greedy seem
to merit a special punishment all of their own.
These sad wraiths live in the shadows of the hu-
man realm, coming out at night to consume the
food left out for them as offerings by pious layfolk.

The last of the three unfortunate realms is that
of the animals. Rebirth in animal form involves
physical suffering due to being hunted both by
humans and other predators, as well as the in-
ability to reason and to understand the cause of
their predicament. Driven mainly be instincts they
cannot control, and without a language capable
of communicating the subtleties of Buddhist
teachings, animals can only hope for an existence
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relatively free from pain and to be born in a bet-
ter condition in the next life. Buddhist folk-tales
depict animals as being capable of virtuous be-
haviour to some degree, and modern studies also
suggest that the higher mammals are capable of
altruistic behaviour, but for the most part animals
are limited in their capacity for autonomous moral
choices. Although there is no dogma on this point
Buddhism seems to envisage the realm of ani-
mal rebirth as limited to mammals, which means
that contrary to popular belief you are unlikely to
come back as an ant. The Jatakas—a collection of
stories about the Buddha’s previous lives—depict
the Buddha at various times as having been a deer
(no.12), a monkey (no.20), a dog (no.22), a bull
(no.28), a bird (no.36), an elephant (no.72), and
many other creatures. However, there are also
some early sources which speak of human beings
being reborn as scorpions and centipedes (A. v.
289) or even worms and maggots (M. iii. 168), so
it is not possible to be categorical on this point.

The most pleasant of the six realms of re-
birth is undoubtedly heaven, which appears at the
top of the diagram. Heaven is the residence of
the gods (deva), namely beings who have accu-
mulated sufficient good karma to justify a rebirth
in paradise. These are somewhat like angels in
the Christian tradition who reside in the various
mansions of heaven. In Buddhism there are no
special theological implications associated with
a heavenly rebirth: the gods do not create the
cosmos, control human destiny, forgive sins, or
pass judgement on human beings. Humans may
make offerings to the gods and seek their help,
but while the gods are revered they are not wor-
shipped in the fashion of the theistic traditions.
Nor is heaven a place of permanent salvation: the
gods are subject to the law of karma just like any-
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one else, and in due course they will be reborn
in a lower realm when their good karma expires.

Mythology locates the heavens above a great
mountain known as Meru which was believed to
lie at the centre of the world. Later sources (from
the fifth century C.E. onwards) subdivide the
heavenly realm into twenty-six different levels
or “mansions” which are increasingly sublime. If
we add to these the five other realms of rebirth
shown in the wheel of life (bhavacakra) we reach
a total of thirty-one possible rebirth-destinations.
The lower heavens were thought of as being on
the slopes of Mount Meru, the higher terrestrial
ones on its summit, and the more sublime heav-
ens floating above it in space. The gods at dif-
ferent levels live for different periods of time. At
the lower levels their lifespans are hundreds of
times those of humans, and at the top their lives
are measured in millions of years. Time is be-
lieved to be relative, however, and the gods per-
ceive it differently according to their station: thus
a million years of human time might seem like a
week to the gods on the lower levels, and a day
to the gods at the summit. The top five heavens
are known as the “Pure Abodes,” and are reserved
for those known as “non-returners” (anagamin):
these are individuals in the human world who
are on the point of gaining enlightenment
and will not be reborn again as human beings.

It might seem strange to Western ears to hear
that rebirth in heaven is not the ultimate goal,
and this statement needs some explanation. In
practice, many (if not most) Buddhists would be
only too happy to find themselves in heaven in
their next rebirth, and almost all (both monks
and laymen) make efforts to bring this about.
However, Buddhists believe that heaven is only a
proximate goal, and the final aim is to attain nir-
vana and put an end to rebirth altogether. There
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can even be a danger in being reborn in heav-
en—that one may become complacent and lose
sight of the omnipresence of suffering and im-
permanence. It is thought that being insulated
from suffering causes the gods to lose sight of
the painful realities of life the Buddhist drew at-
tention to in the First Noble Truth (see chapter
three), and to slacken their efforts to reach nir-
vana. For this reason the human world is thought
preferable as a place of rebirth since it con-
tains a better balance of pleasure and suffering.

The human world is found in the fifth seg-
ment of the bhavacakra and is thought to be very
difficult to attain. The great advantage of human
existence is that it reminds us constantly of the
realities of suffering and impermanence, and so
keeps our minds focused on those factors which
spurred the Buddha to attain enlightenment. Had
he remained cosseted within the palace walls as
a young prince (a situation analogous to that of
the gods) he would never have found a perma-
nent solution to life’s problems. Human beings,
unlike animals, are also endowed with reason and
free will, and are in position to use these faculties
to understand Buddhist teachings and choose to
follow the Noble Eightfold Path. While suffering
certainly exists in human life, so does pleasure,
such that the human realm offers a “middle way”
between the higher and lower realms which are
either too pleasant (heaven) or too painful (hell).
It is thus believed that suffering works like the
grit in the oyster to produce the pearl of nirvana.

The Three Spheres of Rebirth

Buddhist cosmology often seems untidy and
contradictory, and this is because it is made
up of competing schemes which do not al-
ways integrate perfectly with one another.
Different conceptions of the world developed
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in a random fashion in myths and legends,
and Buddhism absorbed many popular ideas
from folklore and local tradition. Alongside
the scheme of the six realms of rebirth, for
example, is found an ancient Indo-European
conception of the world as divided into three
layers—known variously as avacaras, dhatus
or lokas—and probably based originally on
the idea of earth, atmosphere, and sky.

In this tripartite model the surface of the
earth is the world of human beings, and
above that are various atmospheric phenom-
ena such as clouds, lightning and thunder,
which became personified and regarded as
divinities. Just as the earth’s atmosphere
becomes more rarified in higher levels like
the stratosphere, in the scheme of the three
spheres matter becomes increasingly refined
at the upper levels, eventually tapering off
into realms which appear to consist of pure
thought. The lowest and most earthly of the
three spheres is known as the “sphere of
sense-desires” (kamavacara), and includes
all of the realms up to the sixth heaven
above the human world. Next is the “sphere
of pure form” (ripavacara), a rarefied spiri-
tual space in which the gods perceive and
communicate by a kind of telepathy. This
extends up to level twenty-seven. High-

est of all is the “sphere of formlessness”
(artipavacara), a state without material shape
or form (riipa) in which beings exist as pure
mental energy.

The gods in the four highest levels, those of
the sphere of formlessness (arlipavacara),
are thought to apprehend phenomena in
four increasingly subtle ways: in the lowest
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(level twenty-eight) as if all that existed was
infinite space; in the second (level twenty-
nine) as if there were nothing but infinite
consciousness; in the third (level thirty) as
“nothingness,” or the idea that even con-
sciousness has been transcended. After
leaving behind even the thought of “noth-
ingness,” there arises an ineffable state of
mind known as “neither perception nor non-
perception” (level thirty-one). This is the
summit of existence and the highest state in
which anyone can be reborn. As already not-
ed, Buddhist ideas about cosmology dovetail
with its meditational theory, and the names
of the two highest levels of rebirth (levels
thirty and thiry-one) bear the same names as
the two highest stages of meditation. Access
to these places or states can thus be gained
either by being reborn in them or by tuning
into their “frequency” through meditation.
Here again we see the close association be-
tween psychology and cosmology in Bud-
dhist teachings.

Karma

In the cosmology set out above, karma is the
mechanism that moves people around from one
realm of rebirth to another. We could picture it as
a kind of elevator that takes people up and down
inside a building. Good deeds result in an upward
movement and bad deeds in a downward one.
In popular usage in the West karma is thought
of simply as the good and bad things that hap-
pen to a person, like good and bad luck. How-
ever, this oversimplifies what for Buddhists is a
complex of interrelated ideas which embraces

Contents | Chapter 1: Tstart | lend


http://www.buddhanet.net/e-learning/karma.htm

40 Karma

both ethics and belief in rebirth, and which is
summed up in the word samsara, (“flowing on”).

The doctrine of karma is concerned with the
ethical implications of Dharma, or the Buddha’s
teachings. Karma is concerned primarily with the
moral dimension of those teachings and denotes
primarily the consequences of moral behaviour.
For Buddhism, karma is thus neither random—Ilike
luck—nor a system of rewards and punishments
meted out by God. Nor is it destiny or fate: in-
stead it is best understood as a natural—if com-
plex—sequence of causes and effects. In the Bud-
dhist scholastic tradition known as Abhidharma
it is classified (for example, Atthasalint 2.360) as
karma-niyama: this means that it is seen as just
one aspect of the natural order, specifically as one
function of the universal law of causation known
as dependent origination (pratitya-samutpada)
which will be explained in chapter three.

The literal meaning of the Sanskrit word kar-
ma is “action,” but karma as a religious concept
is concerned not with just any actions but with
actions of a particular kind. The Buddha defined
karma by reference to moral choices and the acts
consequent upon them. He stated “It is intention
(cetana), O monks, that | call karma; having willed
one acts through body, speech, or mind” (A.3.415).
In this emphasis on intention the Buddha modi-
fied the traditional understanding of karma, which
tended to see it as a product of ritual rather than
moral acts. In a discussion with a follower of Jain-
ism concerning which of the three modes of ac-
tions—body, speech or mind—is most reprehen-
sible, the Jain states that bodily action has the
greatest power to produce bad karma. The Buddha
disagrees, stating that mental actions are the most
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potent of the three, thereby illustrating the inno-
vative ethical perspective adopted by Buddhism.

So how can we tell if an action is good or bad in
terms of karma? From the way the Buddha defined
it the main criterion seems to be one of intention
or free choice. In Buddhist psychology there are
said to be three basic kinds of motivation known
as “roots.” These have two forms, good and bad,
giving a total of six in all. Actions motivated by
greed (raga), hatred (dvesa), and delusion (moha)
are bad (akusala) while actions motivated by their
opposites—non-attachment, benevolence, and
understanding—are good (kusala). It will be re-
called that these are the same as the “three poi-
sons” depicted at the centre of the wheel of life
(bhavacakra) shown above. Sometimes these
terms go by different names, for instance “crav-
ing” (raga) is often called “attachment” (lobha),
but the different terminology is of little impor-
tance. What matters to a Buddhist is to ensure
that his or her motivation is always of a whole-
some kind, since this is the way that good karma
is accumulated and progress to nirvana is made.

Agriculture provides a familiar metaphor for
karma in Buddhist sources, and creating karma is
often likened to the planting of seeds in the earth.
Some seeds are good and some are bad, and each
bears sweet or bitter fruit at the appointed time. So
it is with good and bad deeds. The karmic choices
we make today will come to “maturation” (vipaka)
or bear “fruit” (phala) tomorrow. Sometimes karma
will bear fruit in the same lifetime, but other times
it may manifest itself many lifetimes in the future.
An example rof how karma bears fruit in the pres-
ent life is the way the features of an angry person
become progressively distorted and ugly with time
(M.3.203-6). Various aspects of the life to come
are said to be karmically determined, including the
family into which one is born, one’s caste or so-
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cial standing, physical appearance, character and
personality. Any karma accumulated but not yet
spent is carried forward to the next life, or even
many lifetimes ahead. In this sense individuals
are said to be “heirs” to their previous deeds (M.
3.203). The precise manner in which karma oper-
ates, and the mechanism that links given acts and
their consequences, is a matter of debate among
Buddhist schools. The Buddha simply described
the process as profound, and as inconceivable
(acinteyya) to anyone except a Buddha (A.4.77).

It is important to grasp that the doctrine of
karma is not the same as Determinism. This is the
belief that everything that happens to a person is
preordained and brought about by fate or destiny.
The Buddha made a distinction between karma
and deterministic fate (niyati) in this sense, and
accepted that random events and accidents can
happen in life. Not everything need have a karmic
cause, and winning the lottery or catching a cold
can be simply random events. In the Anguttara
Nikaya (3.61), for instance, the Buddha disagrees
with certain of his contemporaries who held the
view that “whatever good, bad, or neutral feel-
ing is experienced, all that is due to some previ-
ous action,” explaining that certain illnesses, for
example, could be attributed to physical causes
(the “humours”) rather than the effect of karma.

Merit

Good karma is highly prized by Buddhists, and is
often spoken of as “merit” (punya, Pali: pufina). Its
opposite, bad karma, is referred to as “demerit” or
papa. A good deal of effort is put into acquiring
the former and avoiding the latter. The purpose
of acquiring merit is to enjoy happiness in this life
and to secure a good rebirth, ideally as a god in
one of the heavens. Some Buddhists think of merit
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as if it were a commodity, like money in a bank
account which can be earned and spent. Some
even go to the extreme of carrying a notebook in
which they record their good and bad deeds and
total up their “balance” every day! This material-
istic conception of merit is not one the orthodox
teachings would support, since the motivation
behind it seems to be largely a selfish one. If a
person is motivated to do good deeds simply for
personal gain, then one could say the underly-
ing motivation is actually greed, and accordingly
not likely to generate much merit. In practice in
most cases of this kind the motivation is probably
a mixed one, partly selfish and partly altruistic,
so a limited amount of merit may be produced,
but such behaviour cannot be said to be acting in
accordance with the spirit of Buddhist teachings.
In particular it misses the important point that
merit is produced as by-product of doing what is
right and should not be sought as an end in itself.

Merit Transference

Many Buddhists believe that merit can be trans-
ferred from one person to another, just like
donations can be made to charity. Many rituals
and good deeds are preceded by a dedication to
the effect that any merit that arises from the act
should be directed towards a named recipient
or group. This practice of “merit transference”
has the happy result that instead of one’s own
karmic balance being depleted, as it would in
the case of money, it increases as a result of the
generous motivation in sharing. It is doubtful to
what extent there is canonical authority for no-
tions of this kind, although at least the motiva-
tion to share one’s merit in a spirit of generosity
is karmically wholesome and would lead to the
formation of a generous and benevolent charac-
ter.
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A very common way to earn merit, particu-
larly for the laity, is by supporting and making
donations and offerings to the sangha or order
of monks. This can be done on a daily basis by
placing food in the bowls of monks as they pass
on their alms round, by providing robes for the
monks at the annual kathina ceremony held at
the end of the rainy-season retreat, by listen-
ing to sermons and attending religious services,
and by donating funds for the upkeep of mon-
asteries and temples. Merit can even be made
by congratulating other donors and empatheti-
cally rejoicing (anumodana) in their generosity.

Western Perspectives

We have explained Buddhist ideas about karma
and rebirth at the start of the book because these
notions are often puzzling to Western readers who
are exposed to different cultural presuppositions
about time and history, as alluded to earlier. In
particular, many questions often arise concern-
ing the coherency of such notions. For example,
it might be asked why, if we are all reborn, do
so few people remember previous lives? In part
this may have to do with the way we are brought
up and taught to think in certain ways. In so-
cieties where there is no supporting framework
for a belief in reincarnation, such as in the West,
memories of previous lives may simply go unrec-
ognized or unacknowledged. When such memo-
ries are reported by children they are commonly
dismissed by teachers and parents as the product
of an overactive imagination. Again, individuals
may experience peer-pressure and be unwilling
to risk ridicule by reporting experiences that soci-
ety (and in particular the scientific establishment)
does not accept. There is, however, a growing
body of evidence from individuals who claim to
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recall previous lives, many of which it is difficult
to account for unless the memories are genuine.

It must be admitted, however, that vivid and
detailed recollections of past lives are rare, even
in cultures like India and Tibet where rebirth is
accepted. The Dalai Lama, for instance, the lead-
er of Tibet’s Buddhists, does not claim to re-
call his previous life in any detail. One explana-
tion sometimes given for this is that death and
rebirth are traumatic experiences which tend to
erase almost all memories from the upper levels
of the mind. The only way to recover them subse-
quently is by entering altered states of conscious-
ness such as the kind induced by meditation or
hypnosis, or to be born with a particular aptitude
or gift of recall. However, Buddhists do not re-
gard such questions as of great importance: in
their view what matters is not speculation about
the past but doing good deeds in the present.

There is also often curiosity among Western
students of Buddhism as to how reincarnation can
be squared with population statistics, and in par-
ticular why the earth does not fill up with all the
people who die and are reborn. Once again this
question is based on certain anthropocentric as-
sumptions about the nature of the cosmos (for
example that there is only one planet in the uni-
verse where people live), and overlooks the fact
that in each world-system there is thought to be
constant transit between the realms of the gods,
humans, titans, animals, ghosts and the hells.

Is belief in the six realms an article of faith
for Buddhists, and do all Buddhists believe in the
possibility of being reborn as an animal? Buddhism
has very few dogmas, and the traditional world-
view described above is not something in which
Buddhists are required to believe. Some may be-
lieve in the literal truth of the scriptures (just as
some Christians believe in creationism) while oth-
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er may believe in more modern theories (as other
Christians believe in evolution). Although most
Buddhists—and in particular those from Asian
countries—do accept the traditional teachings,
not all do. In particular, many Western Buddhists
tend to reject the more “medieval” elements of
the traditional scheme and replace them with no-
tions more congenial to the modern age, perhaps
interpreting the six realms as referring to other
dimensions of existence, levels of reality, parallel
worlds, or simply states of mind. Indeed, some
contemporary Buddhists reject the idea of rebirth
altogether, although in doing so they seem to cast
aside a large body of traditional belief without
having much to put in its place. According to the
scriptures, the recollection of his own previous
lives, and a vision of how other people die and
are reborn in accordance with their karma, both
formed a key part of the Buddha’s enlightenment
experience as he sat under the Bodhi tree, as we
shall see in the next chapter. It is hard to see how
that aspect of the experience can be disentangled
from the rest of his “awakening,” and if the texts
are mistaken about his vision of previous lives,
how can we have faith in their claim that the Bud-
dha gained enlightenment? To reject the belief in
rebirth, accordingly, seems to throw the baby out
with the bathwater. For most Buddhists, belief in
a continued personal existence in some form or
other after death seems to remain an important
part of their understanding of Buddhist teachings.

So is the aim for Buddhists to move from
one life to another in an upward trajectory ex-
periencing greater happiness each time round? In
practice this does seem to be a goal many Bud-
dhists—both monks and laymen—would be happy
to achieve, but it is not the final solution to suf-
fering that the Buddha left home to seek. As we
shall see, the Buddha was dissatisfied with the
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temporary bliss he attained through meditation
and would accept nothing less than a permanent
solution to the problem of human suffering. This
is because however much good karma one ac-
cumulates, it is finite and will eventually expire,
not unlike the energy of a spacecraft in a decay-
ing orbit. Sooner or later the good karma that re-
sults in a heavenly birth will run its course and
even the gods will die and be reborn. The solu-
tion the Buddha proclaimed was that the answer
to the problem of suffering does not lie in a bet-
ter rebirth in the cycle of reincarnation (samsara),
and that only nirvana offers a final solution.

Key Points You Need to Know

e Buddhists believe the universe is infinite
in space and time, and undergoes peri-
odic cycles of evolution and destruction
known as kalpas.

e Time is conceived of as cyclic rather
than linear. Individuals live over and
over in the endless cycle of rebirth
known as samsara.

e There are six realms of rebirth: the
gods, titans, humans, animals, hungry
ghosts, and in hell. None of these is
permanent.

e Movement between the six realms of
rebirth is determined by karma—the
good and bad deeds a person performs
in the course of a lifetime.

e The only way to escape from samsara
is by attaining nirvana. This is the ulti-
mate goal of all Buddhists.
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CHAPTER 2

The Buddha

In This Chapter

The problems in uncovering traces of the
“historical Buddha” are similar to those faced
in the search for the “historical Jesus.” While
the personality of the founders dominates
both religions, relatively little is known
about their lives. The earliest sources give
us snapshots of the Buddha throughout his
career: as child prodigy, family man, student
of yoga, philosopher, teacher, and miracle-
worker, but there is no biographical narra-
tive that links all of these phases together.
Moreover, the earliest texts tend to dwell on
certain incidents in the Buddha’s life—such
as his enlightenment and death—and give
little information about others. In the cen-
turies following the Buddha’s death, a stan-
dard biography was synthesized from the
various fragments and stories in circulation,
and preserved in literary compositions of
high quality. Even the earliest of these ac-
counts are highly embellished and contain
hagiographic elements which obscure the
historical reality.

Main Topics covered

The Buddha

The Buddha’s Birth
Renunciation

Austerities
Enlightenment

The First Sermon

The Buddha’s Last Days
The Death of the Buddha




50 The Buddha

The Buddha

“Buddha” is not a personal name, but a Sanskrit
word meaning “one who has awakened” or “one
who has woken up.” In Buddhism, it is a title given
to those enlightened individuals who have fully
attained the goal of the religious life. In addition
to “the Buddha,” such individuals may also be re-
ferred to by their followers in other ways, for ex-
ample as the Bhagavat, or “Lord.” Naturally these
titles only apply once the individual has achieved
the goal, and before then they are known by an-
other term, namely bodhisattva (Pali bodhisatta).
Literally this means an “enlightenment being,” in
the sense of someone “bound for enlightenment,”
or a “Buddha in training.” While not particularly
important in early Buddhism, the term “bodhi-
sattva” became extremely important later on in
the movement known as the Mahayana which
arose a few centuries after the Buddha’s death.

The person we refer to as the Buddha was
born just inside the borders of Nepal in a region
known as the Terai lowlands. In common with In-
dian custom he had both a personal name and a
clan name. His personal name was Siddhartha (Pali
Siddhattha) and his clan name was Gautama (Pali
Gotama). The people he came from were known
as the Sakyas, and for this reason the Buddha
is often referred to as Sakyamuni, meaning “the
sage of the Sakyas.” We cannot say exactly when
the Buddha was born, since the chronology of the
period has yet to be firmly established. Indeed, it
is only in the last century or so that archaeologists
have discovered concrete proof that the Buddha
existed at all. Apart from what the scriptures of
Buddhism tell us, there is very little independent
evidence of the Buddha’s life, and few artefacts
survive from the period when he lived and taught.

Various dates for the Buddha’s life have been
proposed by scholars. Commonly, heis said to have
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51 The Buddha

lived from 566-486 BCE, or from 583-483 B.C.E.
The most recent research, however, suggests that
these dates are too early and that the Buddha may
have lived closer to our own time, perhaps from
490-410 B.C.E., or 480-400 B.C.E. Chronologi-
cal precision is not really possible since due to
the nature of the sources all dates from this pe-
riod are accurate only to plus or minus ten years.

Buddhist sources tell us that the Buddha came
from a royal lineage, and describe the pomp and
ceremony of his father’s court at great length.
This is likely to be something of an exaggeration,
since the political system in existence among the
Sakyas was not kingship but republicanism. The
Buddha’s father was most likely the leader of a
tribal confederation which decided its affairs in
a council of elders. However, the Buddha would
very probably have had a privileged aristocratic
upbringing, and have benefited from a traditional
education studying subjects such as religious law
and custom (dharmasastra), statecraft, grammar,
logic, and other arts and sciences. As a member
of the ksatriya or warrior caste, the second of the
four castes, the Buddha would have been expect-
ed to lead a practical life as a man of action, ei-
ther as a warrior or political leader like his father.
The Buddha would thus have been an urbane and
educated young man familiar with the customs
and manners of the aristocracy and equipped by
his upbringing to mingle comfortably with the
kings and courtiers he would encounter later on
his travels as a wandering teacher. This, along
with his own personal charisma, would have a
considerable bearing on the spread and recep-
tion of the Buddha’s teachings during his lifetime.

The Buddha’s Life in a Nutshell’

The traditional accounts of the Buddha’s life
give us few facts on which to construct a
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biography, but one widely-accepted chronol-
ogy of events would be as follows. He was
born at a place called Lumbint in Nepal, and
at sixteen married Yasodhara, who bore him
a son called Rahula (“Fetter”). Some sources
say his son was born soon after the mar-
riage, while others suggest his birth came
much later at the age of twenty-nine shortly
before Siddhartha renounced the world and
became a wandering student seeking reli-
gious knowledge. Six years after embarking
on this quest he obtained the awakening he
sought, and was henceforth known as the
Buddha. For the remainder of his life, a total
of forty-five years, he travelled throughout
the towns and villages of Northeast India
giving religious teachings. At the age of
eighty he succumbed to illness and passed
away into the state of nirvana from which he
would never more be reborn.

The few brief facts mentioned in the text box
are the kernel of a story which is referred to elu-
sively in the earliest sources in the form of scat-
tered details, but is not found in any one place as
a single continuous narrative. For this reason pro-
ducing a biography of the Buddha is no easy task,
and there are large gaps in his life for which little
chronological data is available. While the sources
preserve his teachings at great length, it does not
seem to have occurred to his followers to record
the biographical details of his life in detail. The
same happened in the case of Jesus, and despite
the much greater amount of archaeological and
other data available in respect of the ancient Near
East it has so far not been possible to recover the
“historical Jesus.” Constructing a biography of a
personis arelatively recent literary innovation, and
an added complication in the case of India is that
individuals are thought to have lived many times,
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so that the significance of any one life tends to be
lost sight of against the background of the others.

Early Scriptures

The teachings of the Buddha are recorded

in various collections of scripture known as
“canons.” These derive from an oral tradition
which goes back to the time of the Buddha,
and which was preserved through a method
of communal chanting. The only one of these
early canons which has been preserved in-
tact is the Pali Canon, so called because it

is written in Pali, a vernacular language re-
lated to Sanskrit and close to that spoken

by the Buddha. The Pali Canon was commit-
ted to writing in Sri Lanka in the first cen-
tury B.C.E. and consists of three divisions
known as “baskets” (pitaka). These are (1)
the Discourses (Satra Pitaka) or sermons of
the Buddha, which are subdivided into five
divisions known as nikayas; (2) the Monastic
Rule (Vinaya Pitaka), which contains the rules
of monastic discipline; and (3) the Scholastic
Treatises (Abhidharma Pitaka), a slightly later
compilation of scholastic works.

Our earliest literary information about the
Buddha comes from the Pali Canon (see text box),
but the scattered details preserved there were not
placed in chronological order until several centu-
ries after the Buddha’s death. The most famous
account of the Buddha’s life is the Buddhacarita
(“The Acts of the Buddha”), an epic poem composed
by Asvaghosa in the second century C.E. more
than half a millennium after the events it narrates
had transpired. Literary works of this kind are not
of much use to the biographer since they contain
much hagiography and constantly refer to super-
natural beings and phenomena. Asvaghosa’s ac-
count is comparatively sober in tone, but from the
earliest times the sources had intertwined factual
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and religious details to such an extent that it is
now almost impossible to separate them. For ex-
ample, early sources describe the Buddha as per-
forming miracles such as walking on water and
transporting himself across rivers with a wave of
his hand. His whole personality is surrounded in
mystique down to distinctive physical marks which
were thought to be found on his body. These,
known as the “thirty-two marks of a great man,”
are part of ancient Indian lore and are believed
to mark out great heroes and sages. Such indi-
viduals have a noble bearing, a melodious voice,
and many other unusual and distinctive features.

Artists later depict these details on images
and statues of the Buddha. Among some of the
most common are a distinctive hairstyle, display-
ing what is referred to as a “snail curl” pattern
since it is composed of small clumps which curl
to the right, a bit like the spiral pattern on the
shell of a snail. Another is the usnisa or mound
on the crown of the head, indicating, perhaps,
his great wisdom. A third is a small tuft of hair
between the eyes symbolizing his “third eye” or
great spiritual insight. Perhaps surprisingly, the
physical form of the Buddha is never seen in
works of art in the early centuries after his death,
perhaps because the artistic imagination needed
time to ponder the best way to depict it. Only
with the passage of time, and perhaps at the re-
quest of lay patrons who felt the need to express
their devotion, did artists begin to represent the
Buddha in human form (see also “Buddhist Art”
in Chapter 5). Although many beautiful images
were created, however, it is highly unlikely they
bear any close likeness to the historical individ-
ual they depict, since they are largely based on
stylized conventions of the kind just described.

Sources for the Buddha’s life
There is no continuous narrative biography
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in the early literature, but the most impor-
tant sources for details of the Buddha’s life
include:

e The Pali Canon. Certain sutras provide
biographical details, such as the Discourse
of the Great Decease (Mahaparinirvana-
sttra) which recounts the last few months
of the Buddha’s life and confirms he was
eighty years old when he died.

e The Mahavastu (“Great Story”), first cen-
tury C.E. (anonymous)

e The Lalitavistara (“Graceful Description”),
first century C.E. (anonymous)

e The Buddhacarita or “Acts of the Bud-
dha,” an epic poem in twenty-eight chap-
ters composed in the second century C.E.
by Asvaghosa

e The Nidanakatha (“Introductory Tale”),
second or third century C.E. This text forms
the introduction to the Jataka, a collection
of popular stories about the Buddha’s pre-
vious lives.

Other biographies have been composed
down the centuries in different languages,
including The Light of Asia (1879) by the

English poet Sir Edwin Arnold.

The Buddha’s Birth

For Buddhists, four events in the Buddha’s life are
held to be of key importance: his birth, enlight-
enment, first sermon, and death. These are the
events around which myths and legends cluster,
and they are celebrated in rituals throughout the
Buddhist world. The sites at which these events
took place, moreover, are regarded as especially
important places of pilgrimage. The Buddha’s
birth, like that of Jesus, was foreshadowed by por-
tents and omens. According to the Nidanakatha,
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at his conception Maya, the Buddha’s mother,
dreamt that a white baby elephant had entered
her side. This was a very auspicious symbol sug-
gesting that this was no ordinary child. Soothsay-
ers were consulted as to the dream and confirmed
that the child would be either a great religious
teacher, or a mighty king known as a Cakravar-
tin (“world-ruler”). The tradition in India was for a
pregnant woman to return to her relatives to give
birth, and as the time drew nigh Maya set out from
Kapilavastu, the Sakyan capital, to return home.
Her journey was interrupted for the child arrived
on the way and was born in a delightful grove at
a remote spot called Lumbini. The texts report
that the queen gave birth standing up holding
onto the branch of a Sal tree, and that the baby
was born from her side without pain. A number of
supernatural phenomena accompanied the birth.
Many gods had assembled to witness this won-
derful event, and they now took the infant, laid
him upon the ground, and bathed him in a mi-
raculous shower of water. The ground shook and
trembled, registering the importance of what had
taken place, and it is said that the new-born baby
stood up and took seven steps, looked around
in all directions and declared himself to be the
“chief of the world.” He also proclaimed that this
was to be his last birth. Clearly, the sources in-
tend us to understand that this was no normal
child, but one who was fully conscious and aware
from the moment he was born. Sources such as
the Accariyabbhatadhamma Sutta (M.3.123) also
claim that the Buddha’s awareness of these events
preceded his conception, and that he had been
waiting mindfully and aware all along in the Tusita
heaven for the time to enter his mother’s womb.

The young boy was given the name Siddhartha
(Pali Siddhattha), which means “one who has
achieved his aim.” Amid the celebrations the story
takes as darker turn as seven days after his birth
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queen Maya passes away. The Buddha was then
raised by his aunt, Prajapati, who subsequently
married his father. The sources do not dwell on
the effect the loss of his mother would have had
on the young child, but clearly this early bereave-
ment must have had an psychological impact of
some kind. Perhaps it brought home to the Bud-
dha the fragility of human life and the powerless-
ness of individuals to control the forces which
shape their lives. It may have predisposed him
to a pessimistic outlook, and to seeing the world
as a place of sorrow and pain, although he does
not come across as gloomy or morbid by nature.
Little information is given in the Pali Canon about
the Buddha’s childhood, although we are given
to understand that he wanted for nothing and
had a very comfortable life as a resident in the
three palaces belonging to his father (A.i.145).
He wore fine clothes and fragrances, and spent
his days listening to music and being ministered
to by servant-girls and attendants who were on
hand to attend to any requirements. The Bud-
dha is portrayed as quick-witted and with na-
scent psychic powers and a keen intelligence.
Later sources emphasize his father’s fear that
the prophesy made at his son’s birth might come
true, and that the Buddha would leave home to
become a religious teacher instead of following
in footsteps. His overprotective father therefore
cosseted and pampered the young Siddhartha,
shielding him from any unpleasantness that might
intrude from the world beyond the palace walls.

Renunciation

Siddhartha’s comfortable home life would soon
come to an abrupt end. The events which pro-
voked this and propelled him into a new life out-
side the palace walls, and eventually to his awak-
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ening (bodhi), are narrated in the Ariyapariyesana
Sutta of the Anguttara Nikaya, one of the few
texts to provide a continuous narrative of part
of the Buddha’s life. This and other early sourc-
es give the impression that the Buddha’s deci-
sion to leave home was premeditated and the re-
sult of a growing realization that the realities of
sickness, ageing and death were things against
which he was powerless. What he sought was nir-
vana—a state beyond birth and death, a mysti-
cal goal which many of his contemporaries also
sought under various names and descriptions.

According to the Digha Nikaya (2.151) it was
at the age of twenty-nine that the Buddha took
the momentous decision to leave home. The
same text tells us that this pattern is reproduced
in the life of all the Buddhas, who all under-
go the same critical experiences. A well-known
story recounted in both this source and the later
Nidanakatha relates the build-up to the decision.
The story relates how the Buddha ventured out-
side his palace on four occasions accompanied
by his charioteer. On the first three he visits a
park, and his father arranged to have the streets
kept clear of disturbing sights such as elderly and
sick people, which might provoke a spiritual cri-
sis in his son. Only healthy, smiling, people were
permitted to line the thoroughfares. Neverthe-
less, as luck would have it (or, as later sources
explain it, through the intervention of the gods)
Siddhartha was confronted by the sight of an old
man, a sick man, and a corpse. Siddhartha asked
his charioteer to explain what had befallen these
three individuals, and was thunderstruck when
he was told that all humanity was vulnerable to
ageing, sickness and death. Hurrying back to the
palace he pondered what he had learnt. Deeply
disturbed at the transient nature of human exis-
tence, he ordered his charioteer to take him out a
final time. On this trip he encountered a Sramana,
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a religious mendicant dressed in an orange robe.
Inspired by the thought that he too could embark
on a spiritual quest he decided to leave the palace
that very night. Taking a last look at his sleep-
ing wife and son he turned his back on family life
forever and left to become a homeless wanderer.
The Buddha rode out on his white horse, Kan-
thaka, with his charioteer, Channa, holding onto
the tail. In order that its hooves should make no
sound which might alert the palace guards, the
gods—so the later sources inform us—bore both
the horse and rider aloft in the air. Once outside
the town, Channa pleaded with the Buddha to let
him accompany him into the forest, but the Bud-
dha refused, and horse and charioteer returned
home both full of grief at the loss of their master.

The story of the Buddha’s renunciation is
probably best read as a parable rather than a nar-
rative of historical events. It is unlikely that an

i

s f!m:-i

The Great Renunciation: the Buddha leaves home on his
horse Kanthaka born aloft by the gods
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educated and highly intelligent man like the Bud-
dha would have been unaware of the facts of life,
despite his privileged upbringing, and what we
see described in the story is more likely a dawn-
ing realization about the true nature of the hu-
man condition. The palace may represent com-
placency and self-delusion, and its walls the
mental barriers we construct to shield ourselves
from unpleasant truths. The Buddha as a young
prince was “living in denial,” as we might say to-
day, and the four signs were experiences which
challenged the cosy picture of the world he had
constructed for himself. Eventually, when reality
intruded forcefully in the form of the four signs,
the tension became so strong that it provoked
a kind of existential crisis which shattered his
previous model of the world and launched him
into a new and unfamiliar way of life. Experienc-
es of this kind are familiar to everyone: although
people no longer travel in chariots, the equiva-
lent of the four signs can still be seen on almost
any city journey in the form of hospitals, care
homes, cemeteries, and churches, or unpleasant
experiences like the sickness and death of fam-
ily and friends which thrust themselves into our
lives and overturn our comfortable equilibrium.

Many characters play a part in the drama of the
Buddha’s life.

The following is a cast list showing the
names of

the main protagonists:

Ananda The Buddha’s cousin and
personal attendant

Arada Kalama The Buddha’s first teacher
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Chandaka The Buddha’s charioteer

Kanthaka The Buddha’s horse

Mara The Buddhist devil

Maya The Buddha’s mother

Prajapati The Buddha’s aunt, and
Suddhodhana’s second wife

Rahula The Buddha’s son

Suddhodhana The Buddha’s father

Udraka RamaputraThe Buddha’s second teach-
er

Yasodhara The Buddha’s wife

Austerities

Now free of family and social obligations,
Siddhartha became a Sramana, one of a loose
community of homeless mendicants who de-
voted themselves to self-mortification, the prac-
tice of penances, and a range of religious exer-
cises such as yoga and meditation in the hope
of attaining mystical knowledge. Siddhartha was
therefore not alone, but a new recruit to an es-
tablished counter-culture which had existed for
many centuries. Sramanas like Siddhartha de-
pended on the laity for alms, although many of
them wandered far away from towns and villages
to live an arduous life of seclusion in the forest.

In the time-honored fashion, Siddhartha
sought out a religious master (guru), turning first
to a well-known teacher called Arada Kalama who
showed him a meditational technique which al-
lowed him to enter a profound state of trance. This
state, attained through yogic concentration, was
known as the “sphere of nothingness,” and was
one in which the mind transcended all thought
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producing a sensation of deep spiritual peace.
Siddhartha was an able student and quickly mas-
tered this practice. So impressed was his teacher
that he offered to make his student joint leader
of the group. Siddhartha declined, since he felt
that he still had not achieved the goal he sought.

Taking leave of Arada, Siddhartha turned to
a second teacher of yoga by the name of Udraka
Ramaputra, and once again excelled as a student.
Now he was able to attain an even loftier state
of trance enigmatically known as the “sphere of
neither-perception-nor-non-perception.” In this
state consciousness becomes so subtle that the
mind of the meditator no longer registers even
the idea of nothingness. Udraka was so im-
pressed that he offered to exchange places with
his student and make Siddhartha his master, but
Siddhartha turned down this offer for the same
reasons as before. The problem, as he saw it, was
that while the experience of these mystical states
was good and valuable as far as it went, it was
only a temporary escape from life’s problems.
While a person could abide for hours or perhaps
days in such a state, enjoying sensations of bliss
and deep spiritual peace, the fundamental prob-
lems of suffering, old age and death remained
unresolved. However, the Buddha did not discard
his new-found knowledge, and later on when he
formulated a distinctively Buddhist method of
meditation he included these two states within it.

The Buddha next turned his attention to an
alternative form of spiritual practice, one well es-
tablished in India, based on subjugating the body
by sheer force of will. The belief was that by gaining
control over the body one could gain control over
all appetites and thereby free oneself from desire.
By becoming free of desire no new karma would be
produced, and so rebirth in samsara would come
to an end. The practices of self-mortification were
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also thought to generate a form of mystical energy
known as tapas (heat) which became the basis of
various magical powers when correctly channelled.

The Buddha began
by undertaking exer-
cises in breath-control
and attempting to sus-
pend the process of res—
piration for longer and
longer periods. Rather
than generating spiri-
tual awareness, howev-
er, this simply resulted
in painful headaches
and stomach pains,
and the Buddha aban-
doned the technique.
Next he turned his at-
tention to his intake of
food, and reduced this The Buddha performing
to minute amounts, austerities. Lahore Museum
just a spoonful of
bean soup a day. Soon he became painfully thin
“with his ribs standing out like the rafters of a
tumbledown shack” (M.i.245) and was bare-
ly able to maintain the seated meditation pos-
ture without falling over. His hair began to fall
out and, close to death, he decided this second
technique was also a failure and abandoned it.

The Buddha realised that he had taken the
path of austerities to its limit: “Whatever recluses
(Sramanas) or brahmins in the past have expe-
rienced painful, agonising and intense sensa-
tions as the result of their exertions,” he tells us,
“this has been the limit, no-one has gone further
than | have” (M.i.246). Unfortunately the path had
turned out to be a dead-end, and the Buddha now
cast around in his mind wondering if there might
be another way to reach enlightenment. Reflect-
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ing on his experience this far he may well have
contrasted the two earlier phases of his life: as a
young man he had enjoyed material comfort and
luxury, but this had left him frustrated and un-
fulfilled. In the second phase, as a Sramana in the
forest, he had gone to the other extreme and de-
prived himself of all comforts, pushing his mind
and body to their limits in the hope of a spiritual
breakthrough that never came. He therefore de-
clared his six-year experiment with self-mortifi-
cation atan end, and adopted a more balanced and
moderate lifestyle. He became convinced that the
way forward involved a lifestyle that avoided ex-
tremes of all kinds and steered a “middle way” be-
tween over-indulgence and extreme self-denial.

Inspired by this new approach the Buddha re-
called an incident from his childhood when he had
spontaneously entered a state of trance known as
the “first dhyana.” This was a level of trance lower
than those he had attained with his two teachers,
but which seemed to him to hold greater promise,
perhaps because it did not involve the suppression
of the intellectual faculties but instead honed them
to a new sharpness. At this moment the realisation
came to him “that is the path to enlightenment”
(M.i.246), and he began to take nourishment once
again to build up his strength. When his compan-
ions saw the Buddha eating boiled rice and bread
they were disgusted and criticized him for living
“luxuriously” and abandoning the acetic lifestyle.

Enlightenment

Undeterred, the Buddha returned to the practice
of meditation, this time in a more structured pro-
gramme that involved him in passing through four
different dhyanas or levels of trance. One particu-
lar night when seated under a large pipal or ban-
yan tree (ficus religiosus) later known as the Bodhi
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tree, he entered the fourth state of trance, when
his mind was most concentrated and purified. In
this state he obtained three kinds of “true knowl-
edge.” In the first watch of the night he obtained
the power to see back into his past lives and to
recall them in all their detail. In the second watch,
he attained the ability to see not just his own lives,
but the decease and arising of other beings in ac-
cordance with their good and bad karma. In the
third watch of the night he attained knowledge of
the Four Noble Truths, namely “This is suffering
... This is the origin of suffering ... This is the ces-
sation of suffering ... This is the path that leads to
the cessation of suffering” (Mi.249). He knew then
that all his spiritual defilements (asrava) such as
sensual desire and ignorance had been rooted out
and destroyed and that he had achieved his goal.
He realized that for him “Birth is destroyed, the
holy life has been lived, | have done what need-
ed to be done and rebirth is at an end” (M.i.249).

Later accounts of this night take on a more
mythological form, in which the Buddha first of all
gains victory over Mara, an evil, fallen, divinity not
unlike the Christian Satan. Mara is often referred
to as the “evil one” (Skt. paptyams; Pali Papimant),
and his name literally means “death.” Mara per-
sonifies all that is negative and opposed to the
Buddha’s teachings. Mara and the Buddha were
lifelong opponents because the Buddha’s teach-
ings showed the way to liberate humanity from
Mara’s power. Despite his best efforts, Mara was
never able to do much more than cause mischief
because the Buddha was too powerful. The Buddha
knew, however, that even he would fall victim to
Mara one last time when he eventually faced death.

On the night of his enlightenment, the ac-
counts relate how in an effort to prevent the Bud-
dha achieving enlightenment, Mara approached
the seated the Buddha with his “army” of evil forces
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such as greed, hatred, delusion, hunger and thirst,
tiredness, and fear and doubt, hoping to break his
resolve. When the Buddha did not flinch Mara ad-
opted an alternative strategy and sent his beau-
tiful daughters—Delight (RatT), Discontent (Arat1)
and Craving (Trsna)—in an attempt to seduce the
Buddha and deflect him from his purpose. When
the Buddha proved immune to their charms, Mara
recalled his daughters and unleashed a barrage of
terrible storms and fearful sights, but none of this
made any impression on the Buddha. The Bud-
dha then reached out and touched the earth with
his right hand, calling upon the earth-goddess
to bear witness to his enlightenment. This ges-
ture (mudra) known as the “earth-touching ges-
ture” (bhimi-sparsa-mudra) or the “conquest of
Mara” (mara-vijaya) is one of a number of classic
poses that were later incorporated into the sty-
listic repertoire of Buddhist art. When the Bud-
dha made this gesture the earth trembled, and
Mara toppled from his great war-elephant and
his forces fled in disarray. The Buddha was now
the “enlightened one,” and his victory was com-
plete. It is not hard to see this story as an alle-
gory of the psychological battle the Buddha had
fought with the negative forces deep within his
own mind. To subdue these dark powers is the
supreme challenge, and enlightenment cannot be
won without courage and firmness of purpose.

The place where the Buddha achieved en-
lightenment became know as Bodhgaya. Today
the site is marked by the Mahabodhi temple, and
is an important center of pilgrimage for Buddhists
from all over the world, but in the Buddha’s day
it was a remote place and the Buddha spend four
weeks there in solitary reflection pondering his
future plans. He wondered whether he should
take up the career of religious teacher, but at first
rejected this option when he reflected on how dif-
ficult it would be to communicate the nature of his
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achievement and explain to others how to attain
it. His thoughts turned to the ease and comfort of
a private life free from the demands of students
and followers. The texts report that at this point,
the gods—alarmed by the prospect of the Bud-
dha not communicating his Dharma (teachings)
to anyone—intervened, and the deity Sahampati
appealed to the Buddha to proclaim his teachings
to the world. Moved by compassion, and realiz-
ing that there were individuals who could benefit
from hearing his teachings, the Buddha agreed.

The Tale of Barlaam and Josaphat

Barlaam and Josaphat are two Christian
saints venerated in both the Greek and Ro-
man churches who were the protaganists of
a popular medieval religious tale. Around a
century and a half ago it was discovered that
the story is based on the legend of the life of
the Buddha. The name Josaphaat is a corrup-
tion of the Sanskrit word Bodhisattva, a term
applied to the Buddha before he became
enlightened.

In the Western version of the tale, Josaphaat
is the son of a king, and on his birth a pre-
diction is made that he will either become

a great king or renounce the world to fol-
low a religious calling. His father does all he
can to prevent his son following a religious
vocation, but on a visit outside the palace
one day Josaphaat meets Barlaam, an ascetic
who gives him religious instruction. Guided
by his spiritual mentor Josaphaat renounces
the world and becomes a great saint. The
story thus parallels the life of Siddhartha
Gautama at various points, although the
theology is adapted for a Christian context
and the theme concerns the notion of salva-
tion through faith. There are Greek, Geor-
gian, and Arabic translations of the legend,
but it became most widely known in Europe
through a Latin version in the eleventh and
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twelfth centuries. From the thirteenth to the
fifteenth century numerous vernacular ver-

sions appeared and new forms of the story

were produced in prose, verse and dramatic
form.

The First Sermon

But who should the Buddha teach? He became
aware (so, the texts inform us, by his clairvoyant
powers) that his two previous teachers had since
passed away, so he set out for the holy city of
Benares (now known as Varanasi) on the Ganges,
where he knew he would find the five compan-
ions who had previously abandoned him when he
rejected the practice of austerities. He encoun-
tered them in a park set aside for royal deer on
the outskirts of Benares. At first they were luke-
warm towards him, but soon realized that a pro-
found transformation had taken place in the
wandering Sramana they had known earlier. The
Buddha declared that he was now a Tathagata
(*one who has attained what is really so”) and
preached his first sermon, marking the inaugu-
ration of his teaching ministry and the begin-
nings of the religion we now know as Buddhism.

This first sermon is preserved in a scripture
called “Setting in Motion the Wheel of the Dharma”
(Dharmacakra-pravartana-satra). This relatively
short text contains the essence of Buddhist doc-
trine, and begins by speaking of the “middle way”
the Buddha had found between the extremes of
self-indulgence and harsh austerity. It then makes
reference to the Four Noble Truths he had per-
ceived on the night of his enlightenment: the truth
of suffering, the truth of the arising of suffering,
the truth of the cessation of suffering, and the truth
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of the path that leads to the cessation of suffer-
ing (these will be explained in the next chapter).

In Buddhism the wheel is a potent symbol. In

Dharmacakra or “Wheel of the Dharma”

the title of this sermon the Dharma is likened to a
wheel because it is without beginning or end, and
roams from place to place. Thewheel of the Dharma
is often depicted with either four or eight spokes,
representing the Four Noble Truths or the Eight-
fold Path (the last of the Noble Truths). In iconog-
raphy, the Buddha is often shown making a wheel-

shaped gesture by touching together the thumb
and index finger of his left hand. This is known as
the Dharma-cakra-mudra (“gesture of the Dhar-
ma wheel”) and calls to mind the first sermon.

On hearing the Buddha speak, one of the five
mendicants by the name of Kaundinya immedi-
ately grasped the essence of the teaching and
became a Srotapanna or “stream-enterer,” a term
denoting a relatively advanced stage of spiritual
understanding. Kaundinya was said to have at-
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tained the “Dharma-eye” and to have been freed
from all doubt in the Buddha’s teachings. This act
of transmitting the truth from teacher to disciple
is also an important part of “turning the wheel,”
and on this day the Buddha initiated a lineage of
teachers and students that would carry his doc-
trines to every part of Asia, and eventually the
whole world. Over the course of the next week
all four of the other mendicants also attained this
state as the Buddha gave further teachings. All
five accepted him as their teacher and he ordained
them as monks (bhiksu) in a ceremony where he
admitted them simply with the words “Come,
monk” (ehi bhiksu). A few weeks later the Bud-
dha delivered a second important sermon on the
idea of “no self” (anatman), and on hearing this all
five mendicants attained nirvana. Although their
understanding was now virtually identical to that
of the Buddha they were known not by the title
“Buddha” but as arhants (Pali aranhants), mean-
ing “saints” or “worthy ones.” This is because the
title of Buddha is reserved for those who discov-
er the path to enlightenment through their own
efforts rather than by hearing it from another.

News of the Buddha’s teachings spread quick-
ly, and before long this small group of five arhants
had increased to sixty. The Buddhainstructed them
to spread his teachings out of compassion for the
world, just as he had done, thus inaugurating a
missionary movement. After the order of monks
had been established for five years the Buddha al-
lowed an order of nuns to be founded. At first he
was reluctant to permit this, perhaps because it
was almost without precedent in India, but on the
intercession of his stepmother, Prajapati, and his
cousin and personal attendant Ananda, he even-
tually agreed. Many laymen and women left home
and flocked to join these new orders. The male
order grew rapidly and flourished, but the female
order eventually died out in India and most of
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Southeast Asia in the early centuries C.E., although
orders of nuns do survive today in East Asia.

Viharas

The term vihara literally means “dwelling,”
one associated particularly with a Buddhist
monastery. Originally, when monks and nuns
used to wander through the countryside,
settling down only during the rainy season,
the term was used to designate an individual
hut within the rainy season retreat. Later,
with the establishment of permanent dwell-
ings for the monks, the term came to indi-
cate an entire monastery. For this reason, it
is customary to refer to monasteries by this
generic term, although in some countries,
such as Thailand, it is reserved for a shrine-
hall. In the early period, monks of differing
doctrinal affiliations lived side by side in the
same vihara. This would typically comprise
individual cells arranged around a central
courtyard very often enclosing a railed Bodhi
Tree, a shrine room and an ambulatory. As
times changed, and the needs of the sangha
began to reflect growing institutionalisa-
tion, some viharas became large, complex,
and wealthy units with elaborate adminis-
trative hierarchies. Some, like Nalanda and
Somapuri, developed into universities with
many thousands of resident students. The
modern Indian state of Bihar takes its name
from the Buddhist viharas that were abun-
dant in the region.

The Buddha’s Last Days

The next biographical details we have of the Bud-
dha relate to a time close to the end of his life.
The source is the Discourse of the Great Decease
(Mahaparinirvana-sutra), which recounts events
in the months before and leading up to the Bud-
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dha’s death. The text shows us the Buddha as an
old man of eighty, in failing health, but deter-
mined to continue giving religious teachings to
the end. He is still leading an itinerant lifestyle,
perhaps on a last journey to a destination which
is never disclosed (although the trajectory could
suggest he was travelling to his home town in the
North). He frequently calls upon his psychic pow-
ers to assist him in controlling illness and pain
until such time as he is ready to let go. The na-
ture of his medical condition is not made clear,
and the Buddha may have been suffering from a
variety of ailments. It is often said that the cause
of his death was food-poisoning after eating a
meal of pork, but the account in the Discourse
of the Great Decease shows the Buddha recov-
ering from this, and his death takes place some
time later, apparently due to natural causes.

At this point numerous questions arose. What
would happen to the sangha after the Buddha
died? Who would be his successor? When Ananda
asked him specifically about this, the Buddha re-
plied that he would appoint no successor, since
he had never considered himself to be the leader
of the sangha. Henceforth, he said, the monks
should be self-reliant and hold fast to the Dhar-
ma as their island and refuge, and the Vinaya (the
monastic rules) as their teacher. The Buddha told
his followers to resolve any doubts by checking
whatever views they heard against the teachings
in the scriptures. This meant there would be no
need for a head or patriarch and no central in-
stitution charged with determining orthodoxy.

At last the Buddha came to the end of his jour-
ney at a remote village by the name of Kusinagari,
where he lay down between two Sal trees, the same
kind of tree his mother had grasped as she gave
birth. The text reports that the trees bloomed, al-
though it was not their season, and that other su-
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pernatural phenomena accompanied the Buddha’s
passing. Numerous gods were said to be in at-
tendance, crowding in to witness the momentous
scene. The Buddha instructed that his body should
be cremated and his remains placed in a special
monument known as a stipa (see Chapter 5) re-
served for the Buddhas and World Rulers (cakra-
vartins). In due course his relics would be divided
into eight portions, and a stupa built for each. The
Buddha recommended the practice of pilgrimage
both to stlipas and to four of the main sites in
his life, those associated with his birth, enlight-
enment, first sermon, and death. He then directed
some words to Ananda, who was distraught at the
passing of the master he had served for a quarter
of a century, predicting that Ananda, who was not
yet an arhant, would become one soon. Then he
called the monks together and invited them to ask
any final questions they might have. When none
were forthcoming, the Buddha uttered his final
words: “Conditioned things (samskara) are subject
to decay. Strive diligently (to attain perfection).”

The Buddhathen passed through several levels
of meditative trance, before entering nirvana from
the fourth dhyana. At last he had attained “the
deathless” (amrta), the goal he had abandoned his
home to seek, and would never again be reborn.

Key Points You Need to Know

e The main details of the Buddha’s life
are as follows. His name was Siddhartha
Gautama, and he was an Indian prince of
the Sakya clan who was born at Lumbint
in present-day Nepal. He married at
sixteen, left home at twenty-nine to seek
spiritual knowledge, gained enlighten-
ment at thirty-five, taught for forty-five
years, and died aged eighty.

e The Buddha’s dates are not known with
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certainty. The current scholarly consen-
sus is that he died between 410-400
B.C.E.

e Almost all we know about the Buddha’s
life comes from Buddhist texts. There is
little corroborating historical evidence
from other sources until a century and a
half after his death. The Buddha’s super-
mundane nature is emphasized from the
earliest times, and as time passes, the
accounts of his life become increasingly
embellished with tales of miraculous
events.

e The Buddha was cremated and his relics
were divided up into eight portions and

distributed among the local rulers.
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CHAPTER 3

The Dharma

In This Chapter

Dharma is one of the “three jewels” (triratna)—
namely the Buddha, the Dharma, and the Sangha
(the monastic community)—which collectively
comprise the essence of the Buddhist religion.
Dharma denotes the teachings and doctrines set
forth by the Buddha, and it is one of the words by
which Buddhists refer to their religion. The most
fundamental Buddhist doctrines are known as the
Four Noble Truths, and these are discussed in this
chapter in turn, along with an explaination of the
Buddhist theory of causation known as “Dependent
Origination.” Another important doctrine explained
here is “no self’” (anatman). This is the Buddhist
teaching that has fascinated Westerners more than
any other but which has given rise to much misun-
derstanding. The material in this chapter is impor-
tant for both the early teachings of Buddhism and
the doctrinal developments in later centuries which
will be explored in subsequent chapters.

Topics covered
e The First Noble Truth: Suffering (Duhkha)
e The Second Noble Truth: Arising (Samu-
daya)

e Dependent Origination (pratitya—

samutpada)
e The Third Noble Truth: Cessation (Nirodha)
or Nirvana

e The Fourth Noble Truth: the Path (Marga)
e Holy Persons

e The Four “Noble Persons” (Arya-Pudgala)
e The Doctrine of “No Self” (Anatman)




The Four Noble Truths

We saw in the last chapter that on the night of
his awakening the Buddha apprehended the Four
Noble Truths, and that when he gave his first ser-
mon in the deer part at Sarnath he made spe-
cific reference to them. His audience consisted
of five ascetics with a background in religious
discipline and familiarity with philosophical no-
tions, and the teaching the Buddha gave was of
an advanced kind, comparable to a postgraduate
class. In other sermons when speaking to ordi-
nary layfolk, the Buddha does not generally men-
tion these points of doctrine, and instead delivers
a “gradual talk” (anupdrvika katha) in which he
encourages the practice of generosity (dana) and
morality ($1la) as the way to a heavenly rebirth.

The Noble Truths (arya-satya) thus provide
a sophisticated and advanced formulation of
Buddhist teachings. They form the cornerstone
of Buddhist doctrine, and encapsulate the Bud-
dha’s understanding of the human predicament
and its solution. The Four Truths assert that:

(1) life is suffering.
(2) suffering is caused by craving.
(3) suffering can have an end.

(4) there is a path which leads to the end of
suffering.

“Monks, it is through not understanding,
through not penetrating the Four Noble
Truths that this long course of birth

and death has been passed through

and undergone by me as well as by

you. What are these four? They are the
noble truth of suffering (duhkha); the
noble truth of the origin of suffering;
the noble truth of the cessation of
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suffering; and the noble truth of the way
to the cessation of suffering. But now,
monks, that these have been realized
and penetrated, cut off is the craving for
existence, destroyed is that which leads
to renewed becoming, and there is no
more re-becoming” (D.ii.90).

The Four Truths provide a kind of diagnosis
of the ills which affect humanity, and a remedy
for the “sickness” that afflicts all sentient life.
The Buddha was often compared to a physician,
and his teachings (Dharma) to a medicine. The
formulation of the Four Truths is like that of a
medical examination: first, the condition is di-
agnosed; second, its cause is sought; third, the
physician makes a prognosis for recovery; fourth
and finally, a course of treatment is prescribed.

The First Noble Truth: Suffering

This, monks, is the Noble Truth of Suffering
(duhkha). Birth is suffering, sickness is suffer-
ing, ageing is suffering, death is suffering. Sorrow,
grief, pain, unhappiness and despair are suffering.
Association with what one dislikes is suffering, be-
ing separated from what one likes is suffering. Not
to get what one wants is suffering. In short, the
five aggregates which are grasped at (upadana-
skandha) are suffering (Vin.i.10; S.v.421).

Further texts on duhkha

The word translated as “suffering” in the above
extract is duhkha. Duhkha is a term with a spec-
trum of meanings, all denoting circumstances or
situations that are in some way unsatisfactory,
or not as we would wish them to be. Accord-
ing to context, it can be translated as “suffer-
ing,” “pain,” “ill,” “unsatisfactoriness,” “anguish,”
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“stress,” “unease,” and a range of other syn-
onyms. Duhkha is the opposite of sukha, which
means “pleasure,” so one of its basic meanings is
certainly “pain.” But just as in English “pain” can
refer not just to physical but also to psychologi-
cal or emotional distress, and also to situations
which are bothersome or inconvenient (“it was a
pain having to go to work today”), so duhkha can
also have a more generalised range of meaning
and a more nuanced translation is often required.

Some of the biological aspects of suffering
mentioned in the First Noble Truth—such as old-
age, sickness and death—were things the Buddha
himself had seen at first hand on his visits outside
the palace with his charioteer. The problem that
concerned the Buddha was not just the unwelcome
nature of these experiences, but the fact that they
would be repeated over and over in life after life,
and would happen not just to oneself but to ev-
eryone one loved. Individuals are powerless in the
face of these circumstances, regardless of what
progress is made in science and medicine. Though
we may live longer, we will never be immune from
the risk of accidents, and death will inevitably sep-
arate us again and again from family and friends.

In addition to mentioning the biological as-
pects of human suffering that the Buddha had him-
self observed, the First Noble Truth broadens out
to include other aspects of suffering as well. There
is areference to psychological states such as “sor-
row” and “despair,” and psychological afflictions
like depression can sometimes be more debilitat-
ing and difficult to cope with than physical ones.

Next, the Buddha goes on to speak about the
emotional pain of being separated from what is
dear to one, such as from the things or people
one loves, and being forced to endure experienc-
es, places, or situations which one dislikes. This
is followed by a reference to the general feeling of
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frustration that can arise when things don’t work
out as we planned, and ambitions go unfulfilled.
Clearly, this is at several removes from physical
pain, but often the effect can be such as to sour
our whole outlook on life and leave a lingering
and pervasive feeling of disappointment or failure.

Finally, the First Noble Truth ends with a
cryptic reference to the “five aggregates which are
grasped at.” This introduces a Buddhist doctrine
known as anatman, or the “no-self” teachings,
which will be examined further below. This claims
that our nature as human beings is constituted in
such a way that makes it impossible for us ever to
find complete happiness or fulfillment in samsara.

The various kinds of suffering identified above
are classified by Buddhist sources into three cat-
egories. The first of these is “duhkha-duhkha,”
which means suffering “plain and simple,” as we
might say. This includes all the examples of suf-
fering due to biological causes (birth, sickness,
ageing, death) mentioned in the First Noble Truth.
Next comes viparinama-duhkha, which means
“suffering due to change.” It is a basic tenet of
Buddhist thought that everything that arises will
cease—in other words, things are impermanent
and constantly changing. Given this fundamen-
tal instability we can never know what will come
next, and so cannot guarantee that our happi-
ness will endure. The fact that in samsara noth-
ing is permanent means that it is impossible to
find lasting satisfaction or fulfilment. Finally, the
third aspect of suffering is “duhkha as forma-
tions” (samskara-duhkha). This kind of suffer-
ing arises because everything is samsara is made
up of component parts, like a package of self-as-
sembly home furniture: you never find a book-
case or a chair in the box, just an assemblage
of bits and pieces. Buddhism teaches that the
whole world is like this, and that since everything

80 The First Noble Truth: Suffering Contents | Chapter 3: Tstart | lend



is made up of component parts it will sooner or
later be reduced again to its component parts.
In other words, everything (including us) will
fall apart, just like that bookcase we assembled.

Many people approaching Buddhism for the
first time find the analysis provided in the First
Noble Truth pessimistic and wonder whether
the bad news isn’t being overdone. The trans-
lation of duhkha as “suffering” helps reinforce
this impression, and can make the First Noble
Truth sound as if the Buddha believed that hu-
man life was constant agony. This is not what
he intended, and he was certainly aware from
his own comfortable childhood inside the palace
that life could have its pleasant moments. Bud-
dhists generally reject the charge of pessimism
and claim that their religion is neither optimis-
tic nor pessimistic, but realistic. They point out
that few lives are untouched by sorrow, whether
caused by physical suffering, psychological dis-
orders, death, or more existential causes such as
frustration, disappointment, and disillusionment.
In their view, the First Noble Truth simply “tells
it how it is,” and if it sounds negative this is be-
cause there is a natural inclination for people to
suppress or ignore the unpleasant realities of life.

The Parable of the Traveler

An ancient Indian story recounts how a traveler
slips on a precipice and falls over the edge. As he
tumbles down he grasps hold of a creeper and
manages to stay his fall. At first he feels relieved,
but looking down sees that beneath him is a pit of
poisonous snakes. To add to his alarm, he no-
tices that two mice, one black and one white, are
nibbling away at the creeper he is holding on to.
In this moment of despair he sees that honey is
trickling down the creeper from a beehive that was
overturned when he fell. As it reaches his lips he
relishes the sweet taste and exclaims “Oh, how
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wonderful is the taste of that honey!”

The story depicts the Buddhist view of the human
predicament. We are like the traveler, with death
(the pit of snakes) staring us in the face. The black
and white mice (night and day) are constantly whit-
tling away at our lifespan. Yet in spite of this dire
situation we, like the traveler, are captivated by
pleasure (the honey) and forget all about the perils
that surround us.

A Buddhist might also maintain, reverting to
the medical analogy which began this section,
that there is also a more positive aspect to the
First Noble Truth, just as when we go to the doc-
tor to find out what is wrong with us. While it may
be unwelcome to be told we have a condition of
some kind, it is certainly better to find out and
be treated than live in ignorance until the dis-
ease is so far advanced that nothing can be done.
It takes courage to take the first step, but since
we can look forward to good health and happi-
ness when we are well, the message is ultimate-
ly one of hope. Those who heed the Buddha’s
call and take up the religious life, furthermore,
are said to experience joy (priti) and happi-
ness, as well as an inner calmness and serenity.

The Second Noble Truth: Arising

The Truth of Arising (samudaya)

This, O Monks, is the Truth of the Arising of Suf-
fering. It is this thirst or craving (trsna) which gives
rise to rebirth, which is bound up with passionate
delight and which seeks fresh pleasure now here
and now there in the form of (1) thirst for sensual
pleasure, (2) thirst for existence, and (3) thirst for
non-existence.

Further texts on samudaya
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If suffering is an inevitable part of life, how
does this suffering come about? The Second Noble
Truth explains that the cause of suffering is due
to craving (trsna). Just as with duhkha, we have
to be careful how we translate the word trsna. It
is quite common to translate this as “desire,” but
this can lead to the mistaken idea that Buddhism
sees all desire as wrong, and thus to the para-
doxical conclusion that we must somehow seek
nirvana without desiring it. A common reason for
this misunderstanding is that in English “desire”
can be for good things as well as bad things: for
example, one can desire to give up smoking, take
exercise and eat healthy food (good things); and
one can also desire to smoke cigarettes and to eat
junk food (bad things). The Sanskrit word trsna,
however, has a more limited semantic range and
refers only to negative desires and addictions
(another word, “chanda,” is reserved for good or
wholesome desires). For this reason “craving” is
a better translation for trsna, since it reminds us
that the Second Noble Truth is referring to de-
sire that is of an excessive, selfish, or morbid na-
ture, and usually directed towards unwholesome
objects or ends. Whereas craving tends to be
repetitive, limiting, and cyclic, desire for whole-
some things is liberating and enhancing. For ex-
ample, the desire of a chain-smoker to give up
cigarettes breaks a compulsive habit and enhanc-
es the health and quality of life of that person.

Craving is like sticky glue that makes us be-
come attached to things, and once attached we
cannot easily let go, as in the case of bad habits
that are hard to break. Giving up craving is akin to
weaning oneself off an addiction, such as to ciga-
rettes or drugs, and is no easy thing to do. The
Buddha’s favourite metaphor for craving was fire.
In the Fire Sermon (S.iv.19), he said that all our
experience was “ablaze” with desire. Just like fire,
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craving spreads rapidly from one thing to another
and seems to destroy what it feeds on without
ever being satisfied. After one cigarette we soon
want another, and so it goes on. There is no end
to desires of this kind, and the satisfaction they
provide is short-lived. The Buddha compared
the pleasure gained through satisfying such de-
sires to the temporary relief of scratching a boil.

The Second Noble Truth makes reference to
three forms of craving, and the first of these is
craving for sensual pleasures (kama). (The word
kama is the same word found in the title of the
ancient Indian treatise on erotic pleasure, the
Kama Sdtra.) Sensual craving (kama) is any kind
of desire for gratification that comes by way of
the senses, such as the desire to experience plea-
surable sensations of touch, taste, smell, sight, or
sound. Since Indian psychology includes the mind
as one of the senses (thus counting six sens-
es instead of the usual five), this also includes
pleasurable fantasies and daydreams (M.i.51).
The second kind of craving refers to the desire
for existence (bhava). This is a kind of instinc-
tual urge, a deep yearning to be, which propels
us from one life to another and brings us back
again and again to seek new pleasures and expe-
riences. The third aspect of craving is an inverted
form of desire, of the kind that drives us not to-
wards things but away from what we do not like.
This is desire that manifests itself in a negative
way and which seeks to destroy (vibhava) rath-
er than possess. Such destructive desires can be
directed towards both self and others. When di-
rected towards the ego they manifest themselves
in self-harming behavior, and, in extreme cases,
suicide. They are typically seen in self-depreca-
tory remarks and other instances of low self-es-
teem in which people “put themselves down.”
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Dependent Origination (Skt. pratitya-
samutpada; Pali, paticca-samuppada)

The doctrine of dependent origination is a funda-
mental Buddhist teaching on causation. It holds
that all phenomena arise in dependence on causes
and conditions, and as a consequence lack intrin-
sic being of their own. The doctrine is expressed
in its simplest form in the Sanskrit phrase idam
sati ayam bhavati (“when this exists, that arises”),
a proposition that can be expressed in the logical
form A—B (when condition A exists, effect B aris-
es), or as its negation -A—-B (where condition A
does not exist effect B does not arise). The impor-
tant corollary of this teaching is that there is noth-
ing that comes into being through its own power
or volition, and there are therefore no entities

or metaphysical realities—such as God or a soul
(atman)—that transcend the causal nexus. In this
respect the doctrine dovetails with the teaching

of no self (anatman), discussed later in this chap-
ter. Early sources indicate that the Buddha became
enlightened under the Bodhi Tree when he fully
realised the profound truth of dependent origina-
tion, namely that all phenomena are conditioned
(samskrta) and arise and cease in a determinate
series.

There are various formulations of the doctrine in
early sources, but the most common one illus-
trates the soteriological implications of causality in
a series of twelve stages or links (nidana) showing
how the problem of suffering (duhkha) and entrap-
ment in samsara arises due to craving (trsna) and
ignorance (avidya). The twelve links in the process
(often depicted around the rim of the wheel of life
or bhavacakra) are:

(1) Ignorance (avidya)

(2) Compositional Factors (samskara)

(3) Consciousness (vijiana)

(4) Name and Form (nama-rupa)

(5) Six Sense Spheres (sad-ayatana)

(6) Contact (sparsa)
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(7) Feelings (vedana)
(8) Craving (trsna)
(9) Grasping (upadana)
(10) Becoming (bhava)
(11) Birth (jati)

(12) Old age and Death (jara-marana).
The significance of the individual links is open to
interpretation, but one popular understanding is
that of the fifth-century commentator Buddhag-
hosa in terms of which the series extends over
three lives. Thus (1)-(2) relate to the previous life,
(3)-(7) to the conditioning of the present existence,
(8)-(10) to the fruits of the present existence, and
(11)-(12) to the life to come. Various later schools
came to their own, sometimes radical, understand-
ing of the doctrine. Chief among these is that of
the Madhyamaka, for whom dependent origination
came to be synonymous with the concept of emp-
tiness (Slinyata), as explained in chapter 6.

In the formulation of the Second Noble Truth
trsna is picked out as the single cause of the aris-
ing of suffering. Elsewhere, however, the cause of
suffering is said to be threefold in nature, consist-
ing of greed (raga), hatred (dvesa) and delusion
(moha). Other formulations again, such as in the
doctrine of Dependent Origination (see text box),
explain the arising of suffering as a twelvefold
chain that includes ignorance as its first link and
desire as its sixth. In spite of the different formula-
tions, it is clear that the root problem is a complex
involving both cognitive error (such as ignorance
or delusion), and inappropriate affective disposi-
tions or emotional responses (such as excessive
attachment or aversion). The problem is therefore
one which affects both the head and the heart,
and needs to be addressed through a program of
retraining or therapy which develops insight and
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understanding as well as eliminating stubborn
emotional attachments to unwholesome things.

More on the Second Noble Truth

The Third Noble Truth: Cessation

The Truth of Cessation (Nirodha)

This, O Monks, is the Truth of the Cessation of
Suffering. It is the utter cessation of that craving
(trsna), the withdrawal from it, the renouncing of it,
the rejection of it, liberation from it, non-attach-
ment to it.

Further texts on nirodha

The Third Noble Truth is a corollary of the Sec-
ond. If craving (trsna) is the cause of suffering
(duhkha), it follows that once craving is removed,
suffering will cease. This is exactly what the Third
Noble Truth proclaims. This state of being free
from suffering is known as nirvana, and is the su-
preme goal of the Buddhist path. Nirvana literally
means “blowing out,” in the way that the flame
of a candle is blown out. What is blown out are
the three “fires” (also known as the “three poi-
sons”) of greed, hatred and delusion which are
the components of craving. The simplest defi-
nition of nirvana is “the end of greed, hatred,
and delusion” (5.38.1). So long as these three
“fires” continue to burn, the individual will re-
main trapped in samsara, going round and round
in the wheel of rebirth which is driven by his or
her own craving for pleasurable experiences.

Someone who embarks on the Buddhist path
seeks to reverse this process. Over the course of
many lifetimes, as the negative forces of craving
and ignorance are slowly weakened through fol-
lowing Buddhist teachings, an individual can be-
gin to cultivate positive states of mind and to un-
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dergo a spiritual transformation in which virtuous
qualities come to predominate over negative ones.
Such individuals become empowered, growing
stronger, freer, and happier as they leave behind
negative states such as fear, doubt, worry and
anxiety. Eventually they evolve into saints (either
as arhants or Buddhas) who have developed their
capacities far beyond the limits of ordinary folk.

When recounting the story of the Buddha’s
life it was mentioned that he “attained nirvana”
while seated under the Bodhi tree at the age of
thirty-five, and that then he attained “final” nir-
vana on his death at the age of eighty. It is impor-
tant to distinguish clearly these two kinds of nir-
vana. The first refers to the destruction of greed,
hatred, and delusion by a living human being,
and denotes essentially an ethical and spiritual
transformation. Having achieved nirvana in this
sense—often referred to as “nirvana in this life”
or “nirvana with remainder” (sopadiSesa-nirvana)
since the body continues to exist afterwards—
the Buddha lived on for forty-five years giving
religious teachings. When he died at the age of
eighty he entered “final nirvana” (parinirvana)
or “nirvana without remainder” (anupadiSesa-
nirvana), a discarnate or disembodied state
from which he would never more be reborn.

The first kind of nirvana is relatively easy to
understand. Here, we see an outstanding hu-
man being, a person displaying qualities of the
kind we are familiar with from the biographies
of saints, heroes, and role models from various
backgrounds. The second kind of nirvana, how-
ever, is more problematic, for it is not clear what
has happened to the Buddha once his mortal body
has been left behind. We know the Buddha will
not be reborn, but where has he gone? There is
no definitive answer to this question in the early
texts. The Buddha said that it was a bit like asking
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where a flame has gone once the candle is blown
out. Of course, it has not actually gone anywhere,
all that has happened is that the process of com-
bustion has ceased. Likewise, when craving and
ignorance are eliminated rebirth ceases, just like
a flame goes out when deprived of oxygen and
fuel. The Buddha’s point here was that the ques-
tion about what happens to a Buddha in final
nirvana is based on a misconception, and since
the question is in some sense misconceived, or
“wrongly put” it is difficult to answer in a straight-
forward way. However, there are two possibilities
at least that can be eliminated. These are known
as the “two extremes,” and are the views that final
nirvana means a) the total annihilation of the sub-
ject, or b) the eternal existence of a personal soul.
Both these alternatives give a distorted idea of fi-
nal nirvana since they presuppose the existence
of a self or soul (atman) that is either destroyed
or continues to exist after death. As we shall see
below, the Buddha’s teaching on the nature of
the self made no allowance for such an entity, so
these explanations of nirvana had to be rejected.

In general, the Buddha was not keen for his
followers to explore questions of the above kind,
and discouraged speculation about things which
could only be known through personal experi-
ence. He compared idle speculation about the na-
ture of final nirvana to a man who was out walk-
ing one day when he was struck by a stray arrow.
The man insisted that he would not have the ar-
row removed until his curiosity had been satis-
fied on a number of points, such as the identity
of the archer, his name and clan, where he had
been standing, and a host of other trivial details
(M.i.246). The Buddha urged his followers not
to behave like this foolish man and waste their
lives in idle speculation when there was a clear
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need to take urgent practical action to pluck
out the arrow of suffering from their bodies.

There is a famous verse which re-
fers to the situation of an enlightened be-
ing (arhant) after death. The verse reads:

There exists no measuring of one who
has gone out (like a flame). That by
which he could be referred to no longer
exists for him. When all phenomena
(dharmas) are removed, then all ways
of describing have also been removed
(Suttanipata v.1076).

This suggests there are no reference points by
which an enlightened person can be known after
death. In keeping with this, the sources generally
speak of nirvana using negative terminology such
as “blowing out,” “cessation,” “the absence of de-
sire,” and “the extinction of thirst,” although occa-
sionally more positive terms are encountered, such
as “the auspicious,” “the good,” “purity,” “peace,”
“truth,” and “the further shore.” Certain passages
seem to suggest that nirvana is a transcendent
reality which is “unborn, unoriginated, uncreated
and unformed” (Udana 80), but it is difficult to
know how to interpret such statements. Thinkers
in some later schools would speculate further on
the nature of final nirvana, interpreting it in vari-
ous ways in the light of their own philosophical
views, while others were happy to leave the sub-
ject as mysterious and elusive, seeing final nir-
vana as a transcendent realm whose nature could
only be known by those who had experienced it.

o« M«

More on the Third Noble Truth

The Fourth Noble Truth: The Path

The Truth of the Path (marga)
This, O Monks, is the Truth of the Path which leads
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to the cessation of suffering. It is this Noble Eight-
fold Path, which consists of (1) Right View, (2) Right
Resolve, (3) Right Speech, (4) Right Action, (5) Right
Livelihood, (6) Right Effort, (7) Right Mindfulness,
(8) Right Meditation.

Further texts on marga

The Fourth Noble Truth—that of the Path or Way
(marga)—explains how suffering is to be brought
to an end and the transition from samsara to nir-
vana is to be made, The Eightfold Path is known
as the “middle way” because it steers a course
between a life of indulgence and one of harsh
austerity. It consists of eight factors divided into
the three categories of Morality (Sila), Medita-
tion (samadhi), and Wisdom (prajia) (M.i.301).

The Noble Eightfold Path

1. Right View

2. Right Resolve WISDOM (prajfia)

3. Right Speech

4. Right Action MORALITY (sila)

5. Right Livelihood

6. Right Effort

7. Right Mindfulness MEDITATION (samadhi)
8. Right Meditation

Let us describe the eight factors briefly.

1. Right View, in essence means seeing and ac-
cepting the Four Noble Truths. A complete un-
derstanding is not envisaged in the preliminary
stages, simply an initial acceptance of—and con-
fidence or faith (Sraddha) in—the Buddha and
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his teachings. This initial confidence will be con-
firmed through personal experience over the
course of time, and nothing has to be believed
purely as an article of faith. Right View (samyag-
drsti) is also explained in the Mahacattarisaka
Sutta in terms of a traditional religious outlook
on life involving belief in the moral law of karma,
respect for parents and religious teachers, and
in the possibility of personal spiritual progress.

2. Right Resolve (samyak-samkalpa) means de-
veloping right attitudes such as freedom from
desires, friendliness, and compassion. It in-
cludes making a serious commitment to at-
taining a state of contentment (naiskamya)
and freedom from sensual desires (kama),
abandoning hatred (avyabadha) and abstain-
ing from causing any injury to others (ahimsa).
3. Right Speech (samyag-vaca) means not tell-
ing lies, avoiding “divisive speech” (such as
making remarks that can cause enmity among
people), avoiding harsh speech (speech which
is aggressive or hurtful to others), and frivo-
lous talk (such as gossip and idle chatter).

4. Right Action (samyak-karmanta) means ab-
staining from wrongful conduct through the
body such as killing, stealing, or behaving in-
appropriately with respect to sensual pleasures.

5. Right Livelihood (samyag-ajiva) means not
engaging in an occupation which causes harm
or suffering to others, whether human or ani-
mal. This involves being honest in one’s busi-
ness affairs and not cheating one’s custom-
ers (M.iii.75). It also involves avoiding certain
trades and professions that cause death or
harm such as “trade in weapons, living beings,
meat, alcoholic drink, or poison” (A.iii.208).
6. Right Effort (samyag-vyayama) means de-
veloping one’s mind in a wholesome way by
practicing mindfulness and mental cultiva-
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tion as in meditation. It involves slowly trans-
forming one’s mind by replacing negative
thoughts with positive and wholesome ones.
7. Right Mindfulness (samyak-smrti) means de-
veloping constant awareness in four areas: in re-
lation to the body, one’s feelings, one’s mood or
mental state, and one’s thoughts. It also involves
eliminating negative thought patterns such as
the “five hindrances” (nivarana), namely (desire
for sensual pleasure, ill-will, sloth and drowsi-
ness, worry and agitation, and nagging doubts).

8. Right Meditation (samyak-samadhi) means
developing clarity and mental calm by concen-
trating the mind through meditational exer-
cises. By such practices the practitioner is able
to enter states like the four dhyanas, the lucid
trances which played such an important part in
the Buddha’s quest for awakening. The vari-
ous techniques of meditation used to concen-
trate the mind and integrate the personality
will be explained more fully in chapter seven.

As noted, the eight factors of the Path fall
into three areas, and these can be pictured in
the form of a triangle. Morality (s1la) forms the
baseline and is the foundation of religious prac-
tice since without self-discipline and virtuous
behaviour it is difficult to make progress in any
endeavor. Meditation (samadhi) denotes the pro-
cess of calming and self-integration that takes
place at the deepest levels of the psyche, while
wisdom (prajina) relates to knowledge and under-
standing of the nature or reality and the ability
to see clearly how awakening can be achieved.
These three brace and support one another like
the sides of a triangle, and each is in constant
contact with the other two. Thus just as morality
is the foundation for meditation and wisdom, it
is also strengthened by them in turn, since inner
calm and clear understanding produce a height-
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94 Holy Persons

ened moral sensibility which helps us distinguish
more clearly between right and wrong. Meditation
boosts the intellectual faculties and makes wis-
dom stronger and more penetrating, and wisdom
supports meditation by making clearer and more
intelligible the experience of the meditative states.

It is important to realize that the Noble Eight-
fold Path is not like a series of stages one passes
through on the way to nirvana, in the way that
a traveller making a journey might pass through
various towns before reaching his destination. The
eight factors are not objectives to be reached and
then left behind; rather the Path is a continuous
program in which the eight factors are developed
cumulatively. Another misleading interpretation is
to think of the eight factors of the Path as rungs
on a ladder which is climbed in order to reach nir-
vana as a ninth rung at the top. In fact nirvana is
not mentioned in the Path at all, the reason being
thatitis the lived experience of the Path itself that
constitutes nirvana. In following the Path one acts
like a Buddha, and by acting like a Buddha one
progressively becomes one. The Path is essen-
tially a means of self-transformation, a remod-
elling project or spiritual makeover, which turns
the ordinary unenlightened person into a Buddha.

More on the Fourth Noble Truth

Holy Persons

Not all who practice the Eightfold Path do so at
the same level. The sources distinguish various
kinds of practitioners who are more or less ad-
vanced in their spiritual practice. First of all comes
the category of the “worldly person” (prthagjana)
or non-Buddhist, who does not follow the Path
at all. Such people will continue to wander in
samsara until such time as they hear and re-
spond to Buddhist teachings. Next come ordi-
nary Buddhists, who follow a basic form of the
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Path, in contrast to the more advanced practitio-
ners who follow the “Noble” (arya) form. The dis-
tinction here relates to the degree of insight into
Buddhist teachings one possesses. At a higher
level come what we might terms the “saints” of
Buddhism, or holy people who are close to nir-
vana and destined to attain it in the near future.

Four categories of “holy person” (arya-pud-
gala) are distinguished, the first being that of
the “stream winner” (Srotapanna). Such a person,
through deep meditation on the “three marks” of
suffering (duhkha), impermanence (anitya) and
“no self” (anatman), has gained a glimpse of nir-
vana and has entered the “stream” that will car-
ry her inexorably towards it within seven lives
at the most. All of these lives will be as either a
human or a god. Next comes the “once-return-
er” (sakrdagamin), who will return at most one
further time to the human world, with any fur-
ther rebirths taking place in the higher heav-
ens. Third is the “non-returner” (anagamin), who
will never again be reborn in the human realm.

The Four Holy Persons (arya-pudgala)
1.Stream Winner (Srotapanna)
2.0nce-Returner (sakrdagamin)
3.Non-Returner (anagamin)

4.Arhant

Having freed himself entirely from craving and
hatred, he no longer has any attachment to the
realm of sense-desires (kama-loka) and so will
not be reborn there, but still lacks sufficient in-
sight to put an end to rebirth. Such a person
will be reborn in one of the five “pure abodes,”
which are the five highest heavens reserved es-
pecially for anagamins. The last of the four noble
persons is the arhant, one who has freed him-
self from any belief in a self (atman), eliminated
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all ignorance and spiritual defilements, and de-
stroyed all desire for rebirth at any level of ex-
istence. For the arhant all suffering (duhkha) is
at an end, and at death he will attain final nir-
vaha and never more be reborn, like the Buddha.

The Doctrine of “No Self”

Buddhism sees the human subject as made up
of two parts, one spiritual (nama), the other ma-
terial (ripa). In recognizing that there is both a
spiritual (nama) and material (ripa) side to hu-
man nature the Buddha was not saying anything
new in the context of Indian philosophy. He went
on, however, to extend the analysis and to define
five categories in terms of which human nature
can be analyzed. This further analysis is referred
to towards the end of the First Noble Truth in the
phrase “the five aggregates which are grasped at
(upadana-skandha) are suffering.” This teaching of
the five aggregates was elaborated on by the Bud-
dha in his second sermon, the Anatta-lakkhana-
sutta (Vin.i.13), preached five days after the first.
The five aggregates are collectively known as
the “aggregates of attachment” (upadana-skan-
dha) because as the means to pleasurable expe-
riences they are themselves objects of desire or
craving (trsna) and are grasped at in life after life.

Before looking at the five aggregates indi-
vidually, the important point to note is not so
much what the list of the five includes as what
it does not. Specifically the doctrine makes no
mention of a soul or Self, understood as an eter-
nal and immutable spiritual essence. By adopting
this position the Buddha set himself apart from
the orthodox Indian religious tradition known
as Brahmanism, which claimed that each per-
son possessed an eternal soul (atman) which is
either part of, or identical with, a metaphysical
absolute known as brahman (a sort of imperson-
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al godhead). He also rejected the views of other
contemporary teachers, such as the Jain leader
Mahavira, who taught that at the core of each in-
dividual was an eternal and unchanging spiritu-
al principle known as the jiva, or “life principle.”

The Buddha said he could find no evidence
for the existence of either the personal soul
(@tman) or its cosmic counterpart (brahman),
and he also rejected the Jain and similar teach-
ings concerning the jiva. Instead his approach was
practical and empirical, more akin to psycholo-
gy than theology. He explained human nature as
constituted by the five factors much in the way
that an automobile is constituted by its wheels,
transmission, engine, steering, and chassis. Un-
like science, of course, he believed that a per-
son’s moral identity survives death and is reborn.

In stating that the five factors of individu-
ality are suffering, however, as he did in the
First Noble Truth, the Buddha was pointing out
that human nature cannot provide a foundation
for permanent happiness because the doctrine
of the five aggregates shows that the individu-
al has no real core. Because human beings are
made up of these five constantly shifting com-
ponents it is inevitable that sooner or later suf-
fering will arise, just as an automobile will even-
tually wear out and break down. Suffering is
thus engrained in the very fabric of our being.

The Five Aggregates

Let us now consider the five aggregates in turn.
The first and simplest of the five is form (rlipa).
Although not exactly equivalent to “matter” this
may be thought of as denoting the physical sub-
stance of the body. The second of the five cat-
egories is feeling (vedana), and this denotes the
capacity to respond affectively to a stimulus.
Feelings are classified as pleasant, unpleasant,
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or neutral, and the most basic kind of feelings
are simple sensations of the stimulus - response
kind. An example of an unpleasant sensation
might be to be pricked by a pin; a pleasant one
would be a hot relaxing bath on a cold day. In ad-
dition to the capacity for feeling, human beings
also have the power of perception and conceptual
thought, and this constitutes the third category,
known as samjfia. This includes the capacity to
discern and discriminate between things, for ex-
ample to name and distinguish different colors.

The picture sketched sofaris abstractand two-
dimensional, and lacks any reference to the fea-
tures which distinguish one person from another.
These are the elements which constitute the fourth
category. Granted the power to think and feel, in-
dividual development will be shaped by personal
experiences and reactions to them. From these
reactions are built up particular tendencies, traits
and habits, and eventually the complex pattern of
dispositions which is referred to as “character.” It
is the particular configuration of these traits and
characteristics which defines people as the indi-
viduals they are. Buddhist commentator drew up
long lists of virtues, vices, and other mental fac-
tors in order to provide an exhaustive account of
this fourth category, which we have called “men-
tal formations” (samskara). A central role here is
played by the will or volition (cetana), the men-
tal faculty through which we deliberate and take
decisions, and through which karma is produced.
Retrospectively, the fourth category is the sum of
the karma or moral choices made in previous lives.

The Five Aggregates
1.Material form (rGpa)
2. Feelings and sensations (vedana)
3. Perceptions (samjna)
4. Mental formations (samskara)
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5. Consciousness (vijiana)

The fifth category, vijiana, is usually trans-
lated as “consciousness,” but this term can be
misleading as a translation since it is usually tak-
en to mean the mental “stream of consciousness.”
The experience of vijiana as a stream of men-
tal awareness, however, is merely one of its many
modes. It is better understood as functioning at a
deeper level as that which animates an organism.
It is by virtue of vijiana that we have bodily sen-
sations, that we see, hear, taste, touch and think.
The translation “sentiency” may be preferable to
“consciousness” since it is not restricted to the
mental sphere in quite the same way. Vijiiana has
an important function in relation to death and re-
birth. Following death, vijiana fuses with a new
biological form giving rise to a being with a new
physical body but a karmic profile carried over from
a previous life. Buddhist sources refer to vijiana
in this transitional phase as the “gandharva.”

According to Buddhism, then, the human
subject can be deconstructed into these five
aggregates without remainder, and since the
five make no reference to an eternal soul Bud-
dhism is said to teach a doctrine of “no self”
(anatman). In terms of this doctrine, the com-
mon but fallacious belief in an eternal soul is re-
ally a case of mistaken identity whereby one or
more of the skandhas is mistaken for a soul.

So, in the doctrine of “no self” is the Buddha
denying that individuals exist or have any unique
personality or identity? No, the ego is not denied
by this teaching. As explained above, the particu-
lar traits and characteristics which go to make up
an individual (as when we say “that was typical
of him”) are explained as belonging to the fourth
skandha, the samskara-skandha. Here are the
found the various tendencies and patterns of be-
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havior which collectively give shape to an individual
character. The doctrine of anatman is not taking
away anything that was not there in the first place:
itis simply recognizing that the concept of an eter-
nal and unchanging soul is redundant, and is not
required to explain how human beings function.

Key Points You Need to Know

e “Dharma” means the teachings and doc-
trines of Buddhism.

e The doctrinal foundations of Buddhism are
the Four Noble Truths.

e The Four Noble Truths teach that 1) life is
suffering; 2) suffering is caused by crav-
ing; 3) suffering can have an end (this is
nirvana); 4) the way to nirvana is the Noble
Eightfold Path.

e There are two kinds of nirvana: nirvana-in-
this-life, and nirvana after death.

e The Noble Eightfold Path has three divi-
sions: Morality, Meditation, and Wisdom.

e Those close to the end of the Path are
known as “holy persons” (arya-pudgala).

e Buddhism analyses the human being into
five component parts, known as the “five
aggregates”: these are form, feeling, cog-
nition, mental formations, and conscious-
ness.

e According to the doctrine of “no self”
(anatman), there is no permanent, un-
changing soul or self apart from the five

aggregates

Additional Material at Buddhism Online:
Self Test Questions
Class Discussion Questions
Essay Questions
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CHAPTER 4

The Buddhist Sangha

In This Chapter

This chapter defines the various aspects of

the Buddhist community and the monastic and
ethical codes that govern its behavior. It also
highlights some of Buddha’s most famous ear-
ly disciples, as well as the geographic spread
of the early Buddhist community.

Main Topics Covered
e The Sangha Defined
e The Vinaya Pitaka
e The Laity
e Important Disciples in the Early Sangha
e Monastic Life

e Geographic Dispersal of the Early
Sangha

The Sangha Defined

Tradition generally acknowledges that the Bud-
dha spent forty-nine days in the vicinity of the
Bodhi Tree following his experience of enlighten-
ment. Eventually, he was persuaded to propagate
the Dharma by a deity known as Brahma Saham-
pati, and upon so doing, his first followers were
two merchants who became lay disciples. The
Buddha moved on to Benares, where he preached
his first sermon to five old ascetic friends who
had previously wandered around with him for
six years practicing austerities. As noted above,



this initial sermon was followed by a second, and
in short order the five ascetics attained nirvana.

The five ascetics requested both prelimi-
nary ordination into monkhood (called pravrajya)
and full ordination as well (called upasampada).
The Buddha accomplished this with a simple
exhortation of “Come, O Monk!” (ehi bhiksu).
Thus the monastic order, or sangha, was born,
and within a short period this monastic com-
munity expanded rapidly and enormously.

Despite the fact that the term sangha is used
today in a more extended and comprehensive
fashion than originally, referring to almost any
community or group loosely associated with Bud-
dhism, in the time of the Buddha, the term was
used in a radically different fashion. The Sanskrit
word sangha simply connotes a society or com-
pany or a number of people living together for a
certain purpose. In the midst of many religious
sanghas in the general wanderers’ (parivrajaka)
community, the Buddha’s followers appropriat-
ed the term in a rather distinct fashion, one that
gave their fledgling community a clear and unique
identity. While outsiders may have referred to the
Buddha’s first disciples as Sakyaputriya-$ramanas
or “mendicants who follow the Buddha,” the orig-
inal community referred to itself as the bhiksu-
sangha, or community of monks. Later, when the
order of nuns was founded, they became known
as the bhiksuni-sangha, and the two units were
collectively known as the ubhayato-sangha, the
“twofold community.” In Theravada countries,
this quite narrow usage of the term sangha has
remained the predominant meaning of the word,
as is pointed out by most modern scholars writ-
ing on the Buddhist community. Occasionally,
in the early literature, the Buddha uses the term
caturdisa-sangha or the “sangha of the four
quarters,” but it seems clear from his usage that
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he still means the monastic sangha exclusively.

The dramatic growth of the sangha required
certain adjustments to be made in the formal
ordination procedure for monastics, and over
time, the entire process became rather formal-
ized. Monks were allowed to confer both ordi-
nations, and the entire process was preceded by
a threefold recitation of the following formula:

| go to the Buddha for refuge,
| go to the Dharma for refuge,

| go to the Sangha for Refuge.

Both the monks’ and nuns’ communities were
charged to wander continually teaching Dharma,
settling down only during the rainy season when
traveling about was simply not practical in India.

Initially, the Buddha’s plan for community life
worked admirably. Monks and nuns settled down
during the rainy season in one of two types of
dwelling: (1) a self-constructed hut known as an
avasa, or (2) a donated hut known as an arama. In
each case, furniture and requisites were kept to a
bare minimum, and the monastic dweller engaged
in serious study and meditation for the roughly
three month period of rain retreat confinement.
As might be anticipated, within a short time after
the Buddha’s death, the rain retreat became insti-
tutionalized, expanding communal needs consid-
erably, and the wandering ideal became largely a
fiction in early Buddhism. Large monastic units
developed, usually identified as viharas, and of-
ten catalogued by their location as “the Sangha of
Vaisal” or “the Sangha of Sravasti,” and so forth.
Although the movement toward settled, lasting
monasteries contradicted Buddha’s injunction re-
garding settled permanent dwelling, it did provide
the opportunity for the development of Buddhism
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as a religious tradition. And it was this social in-
stitution that was exported by various rulers in
the Buddhist missionary enterprise. In time, the
monasteries that developed in diverse Buddhist
cultures became formidable units, serving as fes-
tival and pilgrimage sites and commanding eco-
nomic and political, as well as religious respect.

Although the monastic vocation was by no
means ascetic, in keeping with the Buddha’s
insistence on a “middle path” between asceti-
cism and luxury, it was certainly a serious step
that most individuals were not capable of mak-
ing. As such, Buddhist history records that the
Buddha also admitted lay members—male dis-
ciples or upasikas and female disciples known
as upasikas—into his community, and they
eventually became a vital, symbiotic part of that
community. Nevertheless, the lay communi-
ty was initially considered autonomous to, and
even distinct from, the monastic community.

The Vinaya Pitaka

Buddhist scholar Michael Carrithers is quoted to
have said, “No Buddhism without the Sangha and
no Sangha without the Discipline.” In other words,
in order to effect the highest level of ethical con-
duct from the monastic and lay communities, dis-
ciplinary codes for each unit were enacted. For
the monastic community, this took the form of a
portion of the canon known as the Vinaya Pitaka.

The Vinaya Pitaka is that portion of the Bud-
dhist canon regulating the monastic life of the
monks and nuns. Properly speaking, though,
a consideration of the monastic aspect of Bud-
dhist life must be taken in broad spectrum, fo-
cusing not just on that portion of the monastic
law which was canonized, but on Vinaya literature
in general, thus affording us an opportunity to
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Early Buddhist texts were written on palm leaves

view the developmental process going on within
the early Buddhist community in the first few cen-
turies after the the Buddha’s death. For conve-
nience, then, we arrive at the following schema:

Paracanonical Vinaya Literature
Pratimoksa-stra
Karmavacana

Canonical Vinaya Literature
Satravibhanga
Skandhaka
Appendices

Non-Canonical Vinaya Literature
Commentaries

Miscellaneous texts
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Paracanonical Vinaya Literature

Pratimoksa

The Pratimoksa is an inventory of offenses orga-
nized into several categories classified according
to the gravity of the offense. Many scholars now
agree that the Pratimoksa, as a technical term in
the Buddhist lexicon, seems to have undergone
at least three stages of development: as a sim-
ple confession of faith recited by Buddhist monks
and nuns at periodic intervals, as a bare monastic
code employed as a device insuring proper mo-
nastic discipline, and as a monastic liturgy, rep-
resenting a period of relatively high organization
and structure within the sangha. We find the fol-
lowing classes of offenses within the monks’ text:

1. Parajika dharmas: offenses requiring explu-
sion from the sangha.

2. Sanghavasesa dharmas: offenses involving
temporary exclusion from the sangha while
undergoing a probationary period.

3. Aniyata dharmas: undetermined cases (in-
volving sexuality) in which the offender, when
observed by a trustworthy female lay follower,
may be charged under one of several catego-
ries of offenses.

4. Naihsargika-Payantika dharmas: offenses
requiring forfeiture and expiation.

5. Payantika dharmas: offenses requiring sim-
ple expiation.

6. PratideSaniya dharmas: offenses which
should be confessed.

7. Saiksa dharmas: rules concerning etiquette.
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8. Adhikarana-Samatha dharmas: legalistic
procedures to be used in settling disputes.

The nuns’ text contains only seven categories,
the third being excluded. The number of rules
cited varies in the texts of the diverse Buddhist
schools, ranging from 218 to 263 for the monks
and from 279 to 380 for the nuns. When for-
malized into the Pratimoksa-sdtra recited as a
confessional at the twice-monthly Posadha or
fast-day ceremony, concurrent with the new and
full moon days, three new features were added
to the text: a series of verses preceding and fol-
lowing the text, praising the virtuous, disciplined
life; an introduction used to call the sangha to-
gether and instrument the confessional proce-
dure; and an interrogatory formula, recited after
each class of offense, aimed at discovery of who
was pure and who was not. Thus within a short
time after the founder’s death, the monks had
provided themselves with an organizational tool
for implementing purity in the monastic order.

Karmavacana

The Karmavacana is the functional, legalistic de-
vice by which the communal life of the sangha is
regulated. We might say that what the Pratimoksa
represented to the individual monk or nun,
the Karmavacana represented to the sangha.
At least fourteen Karmavacanas can be listed:

1. Admission into the order (pravrajya).
2. Full ordination of monks (upasampada).

3. Holding the Confession ceremony
(posadha).

4. Holding the invitation ceremony (pravarana).

5. Residence obligation during the rainy sea-
son (varsopagamana).
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6. Use of leather objects (carman).
7. Preparation and use of medicines
(bhaisajya).

8. Robe-giving ceremony (kathina).

9. Discipline.
10. Daily life of monks.
11. Beds and seats in dwellings (Sayanasana).
12. Schisms in the order (sanghabheda).

13. Duties of a student and teacher to one
another.

14. Rules for nuns.

All of these are handled under a general pro-
cedure called sanghakarma (literally, “an act of the
sangha”) arising either by a general requisition ora
dispute. To be considered valid, the proper num-
ber of competent monks must be assembled, all
absentee ballots gathered, and a motion (or jiapti)
set forth. The motion is then read aloud or pro-
claimed (this is the Karmavacana or “announcing
the action”) and a decision, positive or negative,
obtained. On the basis of the decision, democrat-
ically elicited, the sangha acts as a unified order.

Canonical Vinaya Literature

Satravibhanga

The term Satravibhanga is literally translated as
“analysis of a sdtra.” Thus the Shtravibhanga is
a detailed analysis of the offenses recorded in
the Pratimoksa-sitra. As we should expect, the
Satravibhanga has the same general categories
of offenses as the Pratimoksa-sidtra. Regarding
each of the Pratimoksa rules, the Shtravibhanga
has a fourfold structure: (1) a story (or stories)
explaining the circumstances under which the
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rule was pronounced; (2) the Pratimoksa rule;
(3) a word-for-word commentary on the rule;
and (4) stories indicating mitigating circum-
stances in which exceptions to the rule or devia-
tions in punishment might be made. In addition
to the Pratimoksa offenses, several new terms
are found in the Shtravibhanga: sthilatyaya or
grave offense, duskrta or light offense, and
durbhasita or offense of improper speech. These
new terms were added because by the time the
Satravibhanga was compiled, the Pratimoksa had
become fixed (that is, closed) with new rules con-
sidered inadmissible. To provide the flexibility of
a situational ethics, the Satravibhanga expanded
necessarily in this direction. Like the Pratimoksa,
there is both a monks’ and nuns’ Sttravibhanga.

Skandhaka

The Skandhaka contains the regulations pertaining
to the organization of the sangha. It functions on
the basis of the acts and ceremonies dictated by the
Karmavacanas.WemightsaythattheKarmavacanas
are to the Skandhaka what the Pratimoksa is to
the Satravhibhanga. There are twenty sections
in the Skandhaka, each referred to as a vastu:

1. Pravrajyavastu: admission to the sangha.

2. Posadhavastu: the monthly confession cer-
emony.

3. Varsavastu: residence during the rainy sea-
son.

4. Pravaranavastu: the invitation ceremony at
the end of the rainy season.

5. Carmavastu: use of shoes and leather ob-
jects.

6. Bhasajyavastu: food and medicine for the
monks.

7. Civaravastu: rules concerning clothing.
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8. Kathinavastu: rules concerning the produc-
tion and distribution of robes.

9. Kosambakavastu: dispute between two
groups of monks in Kausambi.

10. Karmavastu: lawful monastic procedure.

11. Pandulohitakavastu: measures taken by the
sangha to correct disciplinary problems.

12. Pudgalavastu: ordinary procedures for
simple offenses.

13. Parivasikavastu: behavior during the
parivasa and manatva probationary periods.

14. Posadhasthapanavastu: prohibiting a
monks from participating in the posadha cer-
emony.

15. Samathavastu: procedures to settle dis-
putes.

16. Sanghabhedavastu: schisms in the sangha.
17. Sayanasanavastu: monastic residences.

18. Acaravastu: behavior of the monks (not
discussed elsewhere).

19. Ksudrakavastu: miscellaneous, minor mat-
ters.

20. Bhiksunivastu: rules specificially for nuns.

In addition to the twenty vastus, there is an
introductory section discussing the Buddha’s
geneology, birth, and life history up to the con-
version of Sariputra and Maudgalyayana, and
also a concluding section covering the Bud-
dha’s death, the council of Rajagrha, the his-
tory of the patriarchs, and the council of Vaisal.

Appendices

Appendices are attached to several of the Vi-
nhayas as a supplement. They serve two ba-
sic functions: providing summaries of the rules
found in the Shtravibhanga and Skandhaka, and
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providing interesting bits of monastic history.

Non-Canonical Vinaya Literature

Fortunately, a wide variety of Vinaya com-
mentaries have come down to us, and their
importance need not be stressed here.

The Laity

Many Buddhist scholars have pointed out that the
basis of Buddhist spiritual life is merit (punya).
For the male and female lay disciples (known as
upasakas and upasikas, respectively), this merit
could be cultivated in two primary ways. First, they
could practice wholesome acts which created the
attainment of merit or “good karma.” But addi-
tionally, they could establish the monastic sangha
as a special “field of merit” (or punya-ksetra). By
providing acts of giving (dana) and generosity to
the entire monastic community, they enhanced
their own spiritual growth while supporting the
religious professionals of their faith. In return for
their support, the laity received the wise counsel
and Dharma instruction from the monastic com-
munity. It is no surprise, then, that the rigor of dis-
ciplinary rules for the monastic community is eas-
ily explained in the context of understanding this
symbiotic nature of the monastic-lay relationship.
Since the monastic vocation required a retreat from
worldly life and an eremitic ideal, the individual
monk or nun had to remain worthy of the highest
respect in order to retain the support of the laity.

For the lay community, ethical conduct was
governed by adherence to five vows, generally
known as the pafica-s$ila: (1) to abstain from tak-
ing life, (2) to abstain from taking that which is not
given, (3) to abstain from sexual misconduct, (4) to
abstain from false speech, and (5) to abstain from
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intoxicating substances. In some variants, this for-
mula was expanded to eight and to ten precepts.
Additionally, a number of famous discourses, like
the Pali Sigalovada-sutta, regulate ethical con-
duct within the various relationships that occur in
normal social intercourse. While the major focus
of the earliest Buddhist communities, in various
Asian Buddhist cultures, was clearly monastic, we
will see later in this book that Buddhism’s global-
ization, and spread to Western cultures, yields a
profound shift in emphasis from the monastic life-
style as the normative, ideal pattern for Buddhists
to a new and profound accent on the lay lifestyle
as the more usual choice for modern Buddhists.

Important Disciples In The Early Sangha

During the time period immediately following the
Buddha’s attainment of enlightenment, many dis-
ciples became an integral part of the early his-
tory of the Buddhist community. What follows
is a brief mention of some of the most impor-
tant disciples, classified under the headings of
“Monks,” “Lay Disciples,” and “Royal Patrons.”

Monks

Ananda. Ananda was the Buddha’s cousin and
was converted to Buddhism during the Bud-
dha’s visit to Kapilavastu. During the twentieth
year of the Buddha’s ministry, he became the
Buddha’s personal attendant, and remained so
for the rest of the Buddha’s life. Most notable
among his accomplishments were his recitation
of all the shtras at the first council after the Bud-
dha’s death, and his role in helping to establish
the order of nuns (bhiksunis) by coming to the
aid of Mahaprajapati, who became the first nun.
Upali. Belonging to a barber’s family, Upali
also became a monk at Kapilavastu, even-
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tually becoming a master of the Vinaya,
which he recited in total at the first council.

Rahula. Following his enlightenment, the Bud-
dha eventually returned to Kapilavastu to vis-
it his family. At that time the Buddha’s former
wife Yasodhara sent their son Rahula to receive
his birthright. Instead, however, the Buddha or-
dained the young boy (who was only seven
years old at the time) as a novice (Sramanera).
Rahula is known as the chief of the novices.

Sariputra and Maudgalyayana. Sariputra was
originally a follower of a wanderer named Sa-
fjaya. One day he met a novice Buddhist monk
named Asvajit, who expounded to Dharma to him.
Sariputra immediately perceived the true meaning
of the teaching and became an arhant. Sariputra
then recited the Dharma to his close friend
Maudgalyayana, who also immediately became
enlightened. The two young men became monks,
and established themselves as two of the Buddha’s
closestandwisestdisciples. Sariputrais oftenasso-
ciated withthe Abhidharma, while Maudgalayayana
was known for his miraculous powers.

Mahakasyapa. A very senior and highly disci-
plined monk, Mahakasyapa was selected to head
the first council, held at Rajagrha in the first rainy
season following the Buddha’s death. He is re-
puted to have selected the 500 monks who at-
tended, and to have personally questioned
Ananda on the Satras and Upali on the Vinaya.

Devadatta. Also related to the Buddha, Devadatta
became a monk but, unlike the Buddha’s other
followers, was a threat to the sangha by con-
stantly, toward the end of the Buddha’s ministry,
trying to usurp leadership of the community. Af-
ter several unsuccessful attempts to murder the
Buddha, Devadatta founded his own order based
on more austere religious practices. When his fol-
lowers eventually left him to return to the Bud-
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dha’s sangha, he coughed up blood and died.
Lay Disciples

Anathapindika. He was a wealthy banker in
Sravastl. After becoming a lay disciple, he built a
monastery known as Jetavana, where Buddha spent
the final twenty-five rainy seasons of his ministry.

Visakha. She was a banker’s daughter. Born into
a Buddhist family, she was eventually married into
a family who followed a rival religious system. Al-
though instructed by her father-in-law to support
this new system and its followers, she rebelled,
eventually bringing her father-in-law to Buddhism.
She is known for having performed social services
for the sangha, engaging in activities such as of-
fering daily food for the monks, offering medicine
to the sick, and providing robes for the monks.

Royal Patrons

King Bimbisara. Bimbisara ruled Magadha from
his chief city of Rajagrha. Having become a dis-
ciple of the Buddha after hearing a Dharma dis-
course, he built the very first monastery offered
to the sangha: Venuvana Arama (literally “Bam-
boo Grove Park”). He was responsible for the Bud-
dha’s adoption of the twice-monthly congession-
al meeting known as posadha. He was eventually
caught in a court intrigue involving his son, Prince
Ajatasatru and the murderous Devadatta, and
briefly imprisoned before regaining his freedom.
King Prasenajit. Unlike King Bimbisara, Prasenajit,
King of Kosala, did not give his unqualified sup-
port to the Buddha, although he did offer gifts to
the sangha. Eventually, though, he became a Bud-
dhist lay disciple and ardent patron of the religion.

Monastic Life

During the early history of Buddhism, the sangha
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existed as simply another sect of the community
of wanderers known as parivrajakas. One custom
which seems to have been observed by all these
sects was that of suspending the wandering life
during the rainy season. The Buddhists used this
temporary settling down as a means to cultivate
living together in concord, establishing care-
ful rules for the observance of the rainy season
(varsa), and thus differentiated themselves from
the rest of the wanderers’ community by estab-
lishing the rudiments of Buddhist monastic life.

Buddhist rainy season settlements were gen-
erally of two types: avasas or dwelling places
which were determined, constructed, and kept up
by the monks themselves, and aramas or parks
which were donated and maintained by some
wealthy patron. With the avasas and aramas, huts
called viharas were constructed for monks’ resi-
dences. Later, when monastic dwellings became
more fully developed, the term vihara came to
designate the whole monastery. In these resi-
dences, monks’ accommodations were of the
simplest kind. Most monasteries were built
on the outskirts of towns and villages, so their
close proximity to the town made alms procure-
ment easy but provided enough isolation for the
monks to pursue their meditative vocation un-
disturbed by the hustle and bustle of city life.

The three months of enforced communal
living quickly made a profound impact on the
Buddhist sangha. Various institutions within the
sangha began to emerge to mold the sangha
into a cohesive body. The recitation of the code
of monastic law (Pratimoksa) was adopted on a
twice monthly basis. The preparation and distri-
bution of robes (kathina) took on collective fea-
tures, eventually becoming a distinct ceremony,
as did the “Invitation” or Pravarana held at the
end of the rainy season residence and deal-
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ing with purity during the rainy season. Initial
and full ordination procedures (pravrajya and
upasampada, respectively) were administered
by the sangha rather than by individual monks.

The monastery as a unit, however, was by
definition a self-limiting institution at the outset.
At the end of each rainy season el
the monks were to abandon the
settlement and begin wandering
once again. Nevertheless, monks
did tend to return to the same ‘Buddhist monks on
monastic residence year after year. 2lmsround
Eventually, blending motivations of self-preser-
vation and usefulness to their lay communities,
monks ceased to wander at all. Thus individual
sanghas grew up, such as the Sangha of Sravasti.
Gradually, as the wandering life became a fiction,
the Buddhists established themselves as a distinct
group, bound by the teaching and discipline of
the Buddha and committed to their own attain-
ment of nirvana, as well as the spiritual uplift of
the laity; but with the rise of distinct sanghas, the
maintenance of commonality became acute. As
each sangha became increasingly more individ-
ualized and removed geographically from other
sanghas, the first seed of sectarianism was sown.

Geographic Dispersal Of The Sangha

During Buddha’s lifetime, his religion and sangha
did not spread far. Most of his preaching was
conducted in and around the great regions of
Magadha and Kosala. Within Magadha three places
seem to be most noteworthy. First was the capi-
tal city of the region: Rajagrha. Here Bimbisara’s
patronage resulted in the first gift of an arama
to the sangha. Also in Magadha, Pataliputra was
later to become the stronghold capital of perhaps
the greatest king of Indian history, ASoka. Be-
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sides these two cities, on the outskirts of Rajagrha
was Nalanda, later to become the seat of one of
the most important early Buddhist universities.
Magadha also marks the birthplace of the religion
as it was in Bodhgaya that Buddha’s enlighten-
ment was attained. In Buddha’s early wander-
ings, he gained his largest group of followers in
Magadha. KoSala, ruled by Prasenajit, was most
important for its capital of Sravasti, where Bud-
dha received his two early patrons Anathapindika
and Visakha, and where he spent the last twenty
five rainy seasons of his ministry. Within the king-
dom of KoSala was Kapilavastu, Buddha’s home.

To the east of Kosala and north of Magadha
were several other kingdoms which, although be-
ing strongholds of the Brahmanical tradition, felt
Buddha’s impact: the Licchavis, the Videhas, and
the Koliyas, to name a few. Also to the east was
the region of Anga, mentioned occasionally in
the early texts, as is the city of Kausambi. The
West and North seem to have been much less fre-
quented by the early Buddhists. Consequently,
we can see from the above that during its ear-
liest history, the Buddhist sangha spread within
some rather closely defined limits. The wide dis-
persal of Buddhism, both within India and outside
its borders, belongs to a period at least several
hundred years after the Buddha’s death. This ex-
pansion, Buddhism’s globalization, and the de-
velopment of the sangha in modern Buddhist cul-
tures will be explored elsewhere in this volume.

Key Points You Need to Know
e The Buddhist sangha consists of
monks, nuns, laymen and laywomen.

e Monks and nuns follow a strict disci-
plinary code known as the Vinaya Pitaka
while the laity follows five basic ethical
maxims known as the “Five Precepts.”
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e The Vinaya Pitaka regulates both the
individual lives of the monastic sangha
members and the monastic institution
itself.

e The monastic community and the laity
are mutually supporting, existing in a
symbiotic relationship.

e Within several hundred years of the
Buddha’s death, the sangha spread
throughout India and beyond.

Additional Material at Buddhism Online:
Self Test Questions
Class Discussion Questions
Essay Questions
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PART TWO: DEVELOPMENT

CHAPTER 5

Buddhism in India

In This Chapter

This chapter deals with the main develop-
ments in Indian Buddhism from the death of
the Buddha to the eventual disappearance of
Buddhism from India. It explains the formation
of the main Indian Buddhist sects and schools
and traces the doctrinal differences and scho-
lastic debates between them. These learned
discussions culminated in the composition

of influential scholastic treatises in the early
medieval period which provided the intellectual
backbone to Buddhist teachings. The chapter
concludes with a discussion of the origins of
Tantra, the arrival of Islam, and the destruc-
tion of the great monastic universities of North
India.

Main Topics Discussed

e Developments After the Death of the
Buddha

e Early Councils and Schools

The Formation of the Tripitaka or Bud-
dhist Canon

The Mauryan Empire and Asoka
Stidpas and the Buddha-image
Developments in the North West
Tantra

The Monastic Universities of India




The history of Buddhism in India extends from the
fifth century B.C.E. to the thirteenth century C.E.
It lingered on thereafter in isolated pockets but
by the fifteenth century Buddhism had virtually
disappeared from India, and would never again
have the influence and prestige it once held. The
modern period saw some revivals, partly inspired
by the “discovery” of Buddhism by Western schol-
ars (see chapter eleven for more information on
this) and also by conversions among Hindus of
low caste who saw the adoption of Buddhism as
a way of escaping from their low social status.
Such modern developments, however, are a minor
blip against a background of centuries of decline.

The Early Period

Although little is known for certain about the
chronology of the early period, and there is still
great uncertainty about the precise dates of the
Buddha’s life as discussed in chapter two, we
can be reasonably sure that the Buddha lived at
the beginning of the Magadhan period (546-324
B.C.E.). At this time North India was divided politi-
cally into sixteen “great states” or mahajanapadas,
of which Magadha was one. Located south of the
Ganges it included much of present-day Bihar
in its territory, with its capital first at Rajagrha
and later Pataliputra. The state of Magadha was
ruled by king Bimbisara during most of the Bud-
dha’s lifetime and was undergoing rapid growth
and expansion as the society changed from an
agrarian to a mercantile basis. The king was a
devoted follower of the Buddha, and Magadha
was the heartland of the early Buddhist move-
ment. Bimbisara died from mistreatment at the
hands of his son and successor, Ajatasatru, and
under Ajatasatru many of the smaller neighbor-
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ing states were conquered and assimilated into
what eventually became the Magadhan empire.

Early Councils and Schools

The Buddha died in the eighth year of Ajatasatru’s
reign, and shortly after his death the Council of
Rajagrha—often called the “First Council”—was
convened with the objective of establishing a
canon or authoritative record of the Buddha’s
teachings. Tradition has it that the three divisions
or “baskets” (pitaka) of the Buddhist canon (see
text box for details) were compiled at this council,
although Theravada accounts mention only two.

At the first council, a senior monk named
Kasyapa was charged with supervising the con-
vocation made up of 500 arhants, or enlightened
followers. He called upon Ananda, the Buddha’s
cousin and personal attendant (who report-
edly gained enlightenment during the proceed-
ings of the council) to recite the Buddha’s dis-
courses, and on another monk, Upali to recite
the rules of the Vinaya. Their utterances were
accepted as accurate and decreed as consti-
tuting the content of the canon from that time
on. Modern research, however, has cast serious
doubts on the historicity of the traditional ac-
count and in particular the claim that the can-
on was fixed in the year of the Buddha’s death.

Buddhist Scriptures

The Tripitaka or “three baskets” is the name
for the Buddhist canon of scriptures. In the

form it has come down to us it consists of a
threefold collection of sacred texts, namely:

The Satra Pitaka of “Basket of Discourses”
containing the teachings and sermons of
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the Buddha

The Vinaya Pitaka or “Basket of Monastic
Discipline” containing the history and rules
of the sangha

The Abhidharma Pitaka or “Basket of High-
er Teachings” containing scholastic trea-
tises analyzing the Buddha’s teachings.

The tradition that the canon was fixed at the
Council of Rajagrha in the year of the Buddha’s
death is unlikely to be correct since there is
internal evidence of evolution and change
within the three collections. The third in par-
ticular shows the greatest variation, suggest-
ing that it is the latest of the three. Each of the
early schools preserved its own version of the
Tripitaka, and the only one that survives intact
is the canon of the Theravada school known
as the Pali canon because it is composed in
Pali, a derivative of Sanskrit. By the end of the
first century C.E. all the different versions had
been committed to writing in a variety of In-
dian languages and dialects. Only fragments
of these originals remain, although longer
extracts have survived in Chinese translations.
While the early schools regarded the canon as
closed, the Mahayana believed that it was still
open and continued to incorporate new litera-
ture for over a thousand years after the death
of the Buddha. New sitras and sastras (trea-
tises) were added and given canonical status,
with the result that in the Chinese and Tibetan
Tripitakas the threefold structure breaks down.

The so-called “Second Council” took place 100
or 110 years after the Council of Rajagrha and
was held at Vaisalr. It arose out of a dispute con-
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cerning monastic practices, and in particular the
handling of money by monks. One faction, the
Vrjiputrakas (or Vajjians) claimed that this, to-
gether with nine other practices, was legitimate.
The more orthodox, on the other hand, regard-
ed them as illegal and prohibited by the Vinaya.
The council, consisting of 700 respected monks
under the presidency of Revata, ruled against
the Vrjiputrakas but it is unclear how far their
practices were reformed as a result. The need
for a council to be convened at this relative-
ly early date shows that serious disagreements
were surfacing in the early community, which
would soon lead to fragmentation and schism.

Around 350 B.C.E. a further council was held
at Pataliputra which was to have a profound ef-
fect upon the later tradition. It was at this coun-
cil, known to modern scholars as the “Council
of Pataliputra,” that the “Great Schism” between
the “Elders” (Sthaviras) and the “Great Assembly”
(Mahasamghikas) occurred. The circumstances
surrounding the Third Council are unclear and
have been the subject of much debate. An ear-
lier generation of scholars identified one possible
cause as five theses put forward by a monk named
Mahadeva to the effect that the Buddha was great-
ly superior to the arhant. This was an innovation,
since previously Buddhas and arhants had been
regarded as attaining essentially the same state
of enlightenment (bodhi). It was thought that the
Mahasamghikas accepted Mahadeva’s five points
and emphasized the Buddha’s compassion and
supernatural qualities, while the Sthaviras reject-
ed them and held to the notion of the Buddha’s
nature as essentially human. More recent research
by Prebish and Nattier, however, has shown that
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Mahadevalived onegenerationlater, thus eliminat-
ing his five theses as a possible cause of the split.

A second explanation for the split advanced
by earlier scholars was that it was caused by an
attempt by the Mahasamghikas to introduce ad-
ditional rules into the Vinaya which the Sthaviras
refused to accept. Recent research, however, sug-
gests that this explanation is back to front, and that
the division occurred because the Mahasamghikas
refused to accept a proposed expansion of the
Vinaya by the Sthaviras. This council is not rec-
ognized by the Theravada school, which instead
speaks of a “Third Council” as having taken place
laterunderthereignof ASoka, asweshallsee below.

The Mahasamghika school went on to be-
come one of the most successful and influ-
ential forms of Buddhism in India, giving rise
to several sub-schools in later years such as
the Ekavyavaharika, the Lokottaravada and the
Bahusrutiya. Since innovations in this school
concerning the nature of Buddhas and bodhi-
sattvas have several features in common with
later Mahayana concepts, there is a strong like-
lihood that members of the Mahasamghika
school played a part in the formation of the
Mahayana before it emerged as a distinct entity.

The Sthaviras claimed to represent older
more orthodox teachings that could be traced
directly back to the Buddha, and they branded
their opponents as heretics, even though the
Mahasamghikas appeared to have been the more
populous body. The Theravada school claims di-
rect descent from the Sthaviras but although they
share the same name (Thera and Sthavira being the
Pali and Sanskrit forms of the same word mean-
ing “elder”) there is no historical evidence that the
Theravada school arose as a distinct entity un-
til around two centuries after the Great Schism.
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Early Schools

The four main groupings were:
Sthaviras
Mahasamghikas
Sarvastivadins
Vatsiputriyas

As Buddhism spread throughout India, a diversity
of schools developed over the first four hundred
years, some based on major doctrinal differences
and others merely as regional variants. Retrospec-
tively, various Mahayana scholars determined that
there were eighteen of these schools, although
their accounts of the relationship and differenc-
es between them are not consistent. One simple
classification, according to Vinttadeva, has the
following four major schools with their offshoots:
(1) Sthavira, and the Jetavaniyas, Abhayagirivasins,
and the Mahaviharavasins; (2) Mahasamghikas,
and the Parvasailikas, the Aparasailikas, the
Lokottaravadins and the Prajhaptivadins; (3)
Sarvastivadins, and the Kasyapiyas, Mahisasakas,
Dharmaguptakas and the Milasarvastivadins;
and iv) Sammitiya, and the Kaurukullaka, Avan-
taka and Vatsiputriya. These can be further sim-
plified as shown in the accompanying text box.

Did some early Buddhists believe in a Self?

The Vatsiputriya school (named after its found-
er Vatsiputra) was universally condemned by
other Buddhists for espousing a “personhood
theory” (pudgala-vada), in some respects simi-
lar to the non-Buddhist atman concept. The
theory posited the existence of an indescrib-
able something (a kind of pseudo-soul) which
was “neither the same as nor different to” the
five aggregages (skandha) and that acted as a
basis for rebirth and karma. The relationship
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between the “person” (pudgala) and the skan-
dhas was compared to that between fire (the
pudgala) and its fuel (the skandhas). Although
the pudgala-vada position was criticized, the
problem of explaining karmic continuity in
the absence of a permanent self which it was
designed to overcome was to persist. Other
proposed solutions to this problem devised

in India included the storehouse conscious-
ness (alaya-vijnana) and the embryonic Buddha
(tathagata-garbha), discussed in chapter six.

It should be noted that the concepts of some of
these schools, such as the Mahasamghikas, may be
regarded as proto-Mahayana and recent scholar-
ship notes less of a hiatus between early Mahayana
and earlier Buddhism than previously thought.

The Mauryan Empire and Asoka

While Buddhist monks were engaged in settling
their doctrinal differences, political events in the
country were moving at a fast pace. Northwest In-
dia had been colonized by Alexander the Great,
and Magadha had grown first of all into a super-
state and then under the Mauryas into an empire.
The Mauryan dynasty ruled from 324-184 B.C.E.
(bear in mind that the chronology of the period
as a whole is uncertain: the date of 184 is simply
one of a number of guesses, and some authorities
date the start of the dynasty to 313). The Mauryan
dynasty was founded by Candragupta who over-
threw the preceding Nanda dynasty and founded a
capital at Pataliputra. He defeated the Greek king
Seleucus Nikator in 305 B.C.E. and as part of the
terms of a marriage treaty in 303 B.C.E. a Greek
ambassador known as Megasthenes came to re-
side at his court. Megasthenes composed a de-
tailed account of contemporary life in India which
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unfortunately has not survived. Candragupta was
succeeded by his son Bindusara in 297 B.C.E.,
who extended the empire to include Mysore, and
brought much of the subcontinent was under Mau-
ryan control with the exception of Kalinga (a re-
gion around present day Orissa on the East coast).
Bindusara died in 272 B.C.E. and was succeeded
by his son Asoka, who was consecrated in 268
B.C.E. (some modern authorities say 277). ASoka
conquered Kalinga and consolidated the greatest
Indian empire down to the time of the Moguls and
the British Raj, covering all but the southern part
of the sub-continent (click here for map). He is re-
garded by historians as one
of the greatest Indian rulers
of all time, and is something
of a national hero. Various
Asokan emblems, such as
the lion capital found on
his pillars, have been ad-
opted for official use by
the modern state of India.

Under the patronage of
Asoka Buddhism prospered
as never before. The edicts
he ordered to be carved
on pillars, rocks and caves
throughout his empire pro-
vide the first tangible his- Aéokan lion capital
torical evidence of Buddhism. A total of thirty-
three inscriptions have been found in various
parts of India which provide invaluable histori-
cal and chronological information on early Indi-
an Buddhist history. Altogether there are sixteen
Rock Edicts, three Minor Rock Edicts, seven Pil-
lar Edicts, three Minor Pillar Edicts, two Pillar In-
scriptions, and two Cave Inscriptions. Publishing
imperial decrees in this way was a practice com-
mon in the Persian empire, and may have been
brought to India by Persian craftsman fleeing the
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conquests of Alexander the Great. ASoka’s stone
pillars were often crowned with a distinctive lion
capital and a large spoked wheel, with a smaller
wheel on the base. Both of these are well-known
Buddhist symbols: the lion symbolizes the “lion’s
roar” with which the Buddha preached his Dharma,
and the wheel symbolizes both the first sermon in
which the Buddha set the “wheel of the Dharma”
in motion, as well as the concept of the righteous
king or “wheel-turning monarch” (cakravar-
tin), with whom Asoka clearly identified himself.

The edicts proclaim Asoka’s policy of rule by
Dharma (righteousness) and his belief in the vir-
tues of kindness, toleration and upright conduct
as the means to the happiness and wellbeing of
his subjects both here and in the afterlife. The
language of the edicts is Prakrit, the connecting
link between the classical language of Sanskrit
and the modern Indo-European languages of In-
dia, and two different forms of script are used.

From the edicts it can be seen that the con-
tent of Asoka’s Dharma is essentially that of a lay
Buddhist. Dharma consists, he tells us, of “Few
sins and many good deeds of kindness, liberality,
truthfulness and purity” (Pillar Edict 2). In his edicts
Asoka offers father-like advice to his subjects,
commending moral virtues such as peacefulness,
piety, religious tolerance, zeal, respect for parents
and teachers, courtesy, charity, sense-control, and
equanimity. No reference is made to the technical
aspects of Buddhist doctrine as expounded in the
Four Noble Truths. He relates in Rock Edict thir-
teen that after his bloody conquest of the Kalinga
region of Northeast India, he repented of his war-
like ways and became a lay Buddhist. From then
on he attempted to rule according to Dharma as a
Dharma-raja or “righteous king” (cakravartin). He
appointed officers known as “superintendents of
Dharma,” (dharma-mahamatra), to propagate re-
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ligion and went on pilgrimage to religious sites. In
the best tradition of Indian kingship, ASoka sup-
ported all creeds and called for religious toleration.

One of the edicts towards the end of Asoka’s
reign, known as the “schism edict,” condemns
schism in the sangha and speaks of monks being
expelled. This seems to confirm accounts in Bud-
dhist chronicles of his involvement in a council
held at Pataliputra. This council, reckoned as the
“Third Council” by the Theravada tradition, took
place around 250 B.C.E., and according to events
related in the traditional chronicles of Sri Lanka—
the Mahavamsa and Dipavamsa—the king played
a leading role. Events centered on a monastery
in Pataliputra where certain residents refused to
celebrate the fortnightly posadha (Pali: uposatha)
ceremony with colleagues they regarded as lax
and unorthodox. ASoka dispatched an emissary
to resolve the matter but he, misunderstanding
his orders, had a number of monks executed.
Asoka then intervened and convened a council
of one thousand monks under the presidency of
a senior and learned monk named Moggaliputta
Tissa. Prior to the council, the orthodox teach-
ing of the Buddha was identified as “Distinction-
ism” (Vibhajyavada), and one by one the monks
were questioned and expelled if they deviated
from it. It is not known exactly what the “dis-
tinction” in question referred to, but it may have
been the Buddha’s practice of making a distinc-
tion between extremes and emphasizing the im-
portance of the middle way. This interpretation is
conjectural, but whatever its precise meaning, the
appellation “Distinctionists” seems to been used
as an alternative designation for the Theravada
school. Many of the divergent views expressed at
the council are recorded in the Kathavatthu, one
of the seven books of the Abhidharma Pitaka.
The evidence clearly suggests that by this time
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sectarian divisions had become well estab-
lished among the originally unified community.

The edicts also record that ASoka sent ambas-
sadors to five named kings reigning in the Hel-
lenistic world, which again seems to support the
Buddhist tradition that he did much to promote the
spread of the religion. He is credited with send-
ing his son Mahinda, himself a monk, to Sri Lanka
to establish Buddhism there, as well as sending
missionaries to other parts of Southeast Asia.

The Stlpa

Apart from his edicts, ASoka left another architec-
tural legacy in the form of monuments known as
stupas. A stlipa is a hemispherical burial mound
commonly containing the remains of an individual
of religious importance (for example, a Buddha or
senior monk) or an article of religious significance
(such as a sacred text). The tradition of building
stlipas goes back to prehistory, and originally
they were just simple mounds of earth like a tu-
mulus marking the tomb of an important person.

Shortly before the Buddha died he gave in-
structions on how his body should be treated after
his death, and his instructions were that a stlipa
should be built to house his remains (see text box).

The following passage from the Pali Canon
(D.ii.143) is often taken as the scriptural au-
thority for the stipa cult. It occurs in the Dis-
course of the Great Decease (Mahaparinirvana-
sttra) which recounts the last months of the
Buddha’s life. The Buddha is here addressing
Ananda, his cousin and personal attendant on
the question of how his body should be treated
after his death.
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“As they treat the remains of a King of Kings
(cakravartin), so, Ananda, should they treat the
remains of the Tathagata. At the four cross-
roads a cairn (stupa) should be erected to the
Tathagata. And whoever shall there place gar-
lands, or perfumes, or paints, or make saluta-
tion there, or become in its presence calm in
heart, that shall long be to them a profit and

a joy. The men, Ananda, worthy of a cairn are
four in number. Which are the four?

A King of Kings (cakravartin) is worthy of a
cairn

A Tathagata, an Awakened One (Buddha),
is worthy of a cairn

One awakened for himself alone (Prayeka-
buddha) is worthy of a cairn

A true disciple (Sravaka) of the Tathagata

is worthy of a cairn.
And on account of what circumstance, Ananda,
is a Tathagata (and the other three) worthy of
a cairn? At the thought, Ananda, “This is the
cairn of that Awakened One” [...] the hearts of
many shall be made calm and happy; and since
they had calmed and satisfied their hearts,
they will be reborn after death, when the body
has dissolved, in the happy realms of heaven.
It is on account of this circumstance, Ananda,
that a Tathagata, an Awakened One [...] is wor-
thy of a cairn” (trans. T.W.Rhys Davids).

According to a legend in the ASokavadana (“Tales
of ASoka”), ASoka built 84,000 stiipas throughout
his empire. Although this number is clearly a pi-
ous exaggeration, the text is probably correct in
associating the building of stlipas with Asoka, and
a number of third-century stiipas made of brick
seem to date back to his time. An inscription re-
corded on a pillar near the Buddha’s birthplace in
Lumbint states that AsSoka expanded an existing
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stipa on the site, so there is historical evidence
for the link between Asoka and stiupa-building.

The Basic Elements of a Stupa
Harmiks

Dome (bambha or
dada)

Baza

To this structure were added an outer
railing (vedika (also found around the
harmika), entrance gateway (torana),
circumabmulation terrace (pradaksina-
patha, reliquary (btja), and parasol
(cattra, hti) at the top.

The technique of building and carving using
stone was relatively new at this time, and before
the Mauryan period wood was the predominant
construction material used in India (this is the main
reason why so few architectural remains survive
from these early times). Once the technique of
building with stone had been mastered, masons
set about decorating the walls of stlipas with Bud-
dhist symbols and scenes from the Buddha’s life.

One of the most famous of the early stlipas
is the one at Sarici, on the site of which there is
also an Asokan pillar and edict. SaficT is an an-
cient religious center in present-day Madhya
Pradesh near the city of Bhopal in central India,
and the site of important architectural remains
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dating from the third-to-first centuries B.C.E. The
most famous of these is the Great Stipa, the old-
est part of which dates from the time of Asoka
and which was enlarged and altered continuously
down to the beginning of the Christian era. It is
fifty-three feet high and is approached through
one of four large stone gateways (torana) lavish-
ly carved with scenes from the life of the Bud-
dha, animals, plants, and female deities (yaksa).
There are two other stlipas on the site, the old-
est dating from the Sunga period (185-72 B.C.E.).

The practice of building stlipas accompanied
Buddhism as it spread throughout Asia, and the
original form evolved under the influence of lo-
cal architectural styles. To the original solid dome
structure a spire was subsequently added, and
the final phase of development occurred with
the pagoda style of tower found throughout East
Asia. Since stlipas contain relics or other sacred
objects they are thought to be charged with the
numinous presence of the Buddha, and often be-
come centers of pilgrimage and popular devo-
tion, as in the case of the Bodnath stiipa in Nepal.

Buddhist Art

The origins of Buddhist art are to be found in
the decoration of the stone railings surrounding
stupas. It may be thought surprising that at this
early stage there were no representations of the
Buddha in human form. Siddhartha, the Buddha-
to-be, is frequently depicted, for example when
he leaves home in the “Great Renunciation,” but
the post-enlightenment Buddha only appears in
the form of symbols, such as a wheel, a tree, or
a footprint. Buddha-images did not appear until
several hundred years after the Buddha’s death,
probably around the turn of the millennium. This
may be explained either as a mark of respect, or
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as a result of the difficulty of giving aesthetic ex-
pression to the mystical post-mortem state the
Buddha had attained. One can sympathize with
the dilemma of the artist: once the Buddha had
entered final nirvana and his body had been cre-
mated, he no longer had a material form, so how
was he to be represented? The Buddha had tran-
scended the realm of samsara and so the con-
ventional dimensions of time and space no longer
applied to him. For several centuries this aes-
thetic dilemma had no clear solution, until even-
tually artists, probably under pressure from lay
patrons and influenced by the widespread prac-
tice of bhakti or devotional practice in Hinduism,
found the confidence to depict the Buddha in hu-
man form. The earliest images come from two
centers, one in the North West and the other in
Mathura. Among sophisticated believers such im-
ages were regarded as symbolic although at the
more popular levels of piety a range of attitudes
is found, including what often appears as outright
devotion to and reverence for the image itself.

For their inspiration artists looked to textual
descriptions of the Buddha’s appearance, which
include a list of somewhat unusual physical char-
acteristics known as the “thirty-two marks of a
great man.” These include descriptions of the
head, torso, arms, and the proportion of the limbs,
as well as specific bodily marks such as a small
mound on the crown of the head (usnisa), and a
small tuft of hair between the eyes (irna). These
features were faithfully reproduced by artists and
are widely found in Buddha-images in various
stylized forms. As the art of depicting the Buddha
evolved, many fine examples of Buddha-images
were produced, with the greatest dating from the
Gupta period (320-540 C.E). The artists were of-
ten able to capture with great skill the sublime
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tranquility of the Buddha and express the twofold
aspect of his nature as in the world but not of it.

The North West

After ASoka’s death in 231 B.C.E. Mauryan power
declined. The period of the Sungas and Yavanas
(187-30 B.C.E.) which followed brought mixed
fortunes: in the region of the Ganges Basin Bud-
dhism encountered hostility and persecution un-
der Pusyamitra Sunga, but this period also sees
the construction of great stlipa complexes such
as those at Sanci, Bharhut, and Amaravati. In
the second century B.C.E. the North and North
West were extensively invaded by Greeks from
the former Seleucid satrapies of Bactria and Par-
thia, as well as by central Asian nomadic tribes,
some of whom favored Buddhism. An important
Buddhist outpost in the region was Gandhara, a
Buddhist kingdom situated between the lower
Kabul Valley in present-day Afghanistan and the
Indus river in Pakistan. Gandhara flourished first
under the rule of the Bactrian Greeks from the
second century B.C.E. and later under the Sakas
and Pahlavas (100 B.C.E.-75 C.E.) who succeeded
the Greeks in the North West. These dynasties in
turn were followed by the Kusanas, (or Kushans)
a Scythian tribe from Central Asia who were also
supporters and patrons of Buddhism. Gandhara
is famous as a center of Buddhist art, especial-
ly sculpture, which was strongly influenced by
Hellenic styles. Some of the earliest represen-
tations of the Buddha were produced in the re-
gion. Gandhara ceased to exist as an independent
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kingdom by the seventh century C.E. and the Bud-
dhist presence in the area disappeared soon after.

Milinda’s Questions

Gandhara forms the background to the famous
Pali work Milinda’s Questions (Milindapafnha),
which records the conversations between the first-
century C.E. Bactrian King Milinda (or Menander),
and the monk Nagasena. Milinda is probably a
Bactrian king of Sakala in the East Punjab who
ruled in the second to first centuries B.C.E. The
initial part of the text (also available in Chinese
translation) probably dates from the first cen-
tury C.E., although most of the work was writ-
ten in Sri Lanka at a later date. Nagasena makes
use of illustrations, similes and metaphors in a
lively conversational style to resolve problems
and dilemmas in Buddhist doctrine pointed out
by the king. The most famous simile is that of
the chariot, here used to illustrate the doctrine of
no-self (anatman). Just as a chariot is simply the
sum of its constituent parts, namely the wheels,
yoke, axles, and so on, so a human being is said
to be simply the sum of the five aggregates (skan-
dha). Although individuals bear a name—such as
Nagasena—in the ultimate sense there is no self
or essence corresponding to it. Elsewhere the
discussions concern questions such as how there
can be rebirth in the absence of a self (atman),
how there can be moral responsibility without an
enduring ego, why the evil prosper and the in-
nocent suffer, and why the scriptures often seem
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to be in contradiction. At the conclusion of the
debate Milinda becomes a Buddhist lay disciple.

Abhidharma

A “Fourth Council” was convened in this region
in the first-to-second centuries C.E. during the
reign of Kaniska I. The council was dominated by
the Sarvastivadin school and discussed issues of a
scholastic nature. These deliberations continued
long after the council ended, and in due course
evolved into a major Abhidharma treatise known
as the Mahavibhasa meaning the “Great Book of
Alternatives” or “Great Book of Options.” The trea-
tise itself was compiled probably during the third
century C.E. in Gandhara under the patronage of
King Kaniska Il. The treatise is a commen-
tary on a fundamental work of Abhidharma,
the Jhanaprasthana (“Basis of Knowledge”) of
Katyayanaputra, a Sarvastivadin  philosopher.
Also known as the Vibhasa, the text is an ency-
clopedia of the views of the Vaibhasika school
and records the views of distinguished teach-
ers of different schools on technical points of
doctrine. The Mahavibhasa formed the basis of
debate between the schools of the Small Vehi-
cle for many centuries, and many shorter trea-
tises such as Vasubandhu’s Abhidharmakosa
were composed to criticize and supplement it.

Vasubandhu

Vasubandhu was one of the most famous natives
of the North West region, probably born during
the late fourth century C.E. Later in life he became
a follower of the Mahayana, as noted in chapter
six, but here we are concerned mainly with his
Abhidharma works. Vasubandhu initially stud-
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ied Sarvastivadin Abhidharma as presented in the
Mahavibhasa before becoming dissatisfied with
those teachings and composing an important
summary and critique of the Mahavibhasa from the
Sautrantrika viewpoint. The Sarvastivadins held a
distinctive theory of time according to which phe-
nomena (dharmas) existed not just in the present
but also in the past and future. It is from this belief
that they derive their name, which means “those
who hold that everything exists.” In terms of this
notion, past present and future are not separate
ontological categories but rather a mode of rela-
tionship. Dharmas, said the Sarvastivadins, do not
come into and go out of existence on their journey
through the “three times” as they pass from future,
to present and past, but always exist and simply
undergo a change of position and status relative to
one another. One commentator compared this to
the way in which a woman can be said to be both
a daughter and a mother simultaneously: how she
is classified (whether as “mother” or “daughter”)
depends on the context in which her relationship
to others is viewed rather than something inherent
in her own being. The relationship between past,
present and future was thought to be similar and
to depend on the position of each with respect to
the other, rather than on some basic difference in
nature. Abstruse as such questions may sound,
Buddhists were forced to wrestle with them due
to the implications of basic doctrines such as “no-
self” (anatman) in terms of which it is hard to un-
derstand how there can be continuity over time in
the absence of an enduring subject. For example,
if | have no permanent self, what is it that makes
me the same person now as | was ten years ago?
Theories of the kind just described were an at-
tempt to deal with the complex implications of
the basic teachings of the Buddha which were now
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being worked out, often in response to search-
ing criticisms from non-Buddhist opponents.

In his most famous treatise, the Abhi-
dharmakosa or “Treasury of Abhidharma,” Vasu-
bandhu summarizes Sarvastivadin tenets in about
600 verses grouped in eight chapters. The verses
are commented on in the accompanying bhasya
or “exposition.” The subjects covered include all
the main topics of Abhidharma philosophy, and
a refutation of the views of the rival school of the
Vaibhasikas is given at many points. This treatise
has remained influential down to modern times,
being translated into Chinese twice in the sixth
and seventh centuries, and also into Tibetan.

The Rise of the Mahayana

The early centuries of the Christian era saw the
rise of the Mahayana, a broad-based movement
emphasizing inclusivity and an expanded role for
the laity. The early understanding of the Buddha
was reworked in the new doctrine of his “three
bodies” (trikaya), and the figure of the bodhisat-
tva came to prominence, replacing the early ideal
of the arhant. New sitras, purportedly also the
word of the Buddha, began to appear, notably the
Prajna-paramita (“Perfection of Wisdom”) litera-
ture and other profoundly influential texts such as
the Lotus Satra. New philosophical schools, nota-
bly the Madhyamika and the Yogacara, arose to in-
terpret this material, and in doing so they offered
radical reinterpretations of the early teachings.
These developments are reviewed in chapter six
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on the Mahayana and the reader is referred to that
chapter for further information on these points.

Tantra

A final wave of new literature known as Tantras
appeared around the seventh century promot-
ing radical forms of practice, including rituals and
meditation techniques for accelerating spiritual
progress. The form of Buddhism taught in these
texts became known as the “diamond vehicle”
or Vajrayana. Tantra represents a special path
which arose within Mahayana Buddhism, which
while generally embracing the same aims claimed
to provide a rapid means to achieve the goal of
enlightenment (bodhi) by means of its distinctive
techniques. Certain key features can be identified
which serve to distinguish it from other forms
of Indian Buddhism: it offers an alternative path
to enlightenment; its teachings are aimed at lay
practitioners in particular, rather than monks and
nuns; it recognizes mundane aims and attain-
ments, and often deals with practices which are
more magical in character than spiritual; it teach-
es special types of meditation (sadhana) as the
path to realization, aimed at transforming the in-
dividual into an embodiment of the divine in this
lifetime or after a short span of time. Such kinds of
meditation make extensive use of various kinds of
mandalas (circular diagrams), mudras (hand ges-
tures), mantras (magic words) and dharanis (spells)
as concrete expressions of the nature of reality,
and the formation of images of the various deities
during meditation by means of creative imagina-
tion plays a key role in the process of realization.
In Tantra there is a proliferation in the number
and types of Buddhas and other deities, and great
stress is laid upon the importance of the guru or
religious preceptor and the necessity of receiving
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the instructions and appropriate initiations for the
sadhanas from him. Finally, a spiritual physiology
is taught as part of the process of transformation
and Tantra stresses the importance of the femi-
nine and utilizes various forms of sexual yoga.

The origins of this movement within Buddhism
is shrouded in mystery but most modern scholars
place the distinct emergence of Tantric Buddhism
among circles of adepts based in regions corre-
sponding to present-day Orissa, Bengal, Gujurat
and Kashmir. Many elements that make up the doc-
trines, meditational practices and rituals of Tan-
tra can be found considerably earlier both within
Buddhism and without. Meditative visualization
was known from texts such as the Pratyutpanna-
sttra and the Sukhavati-vyuha-satra; mandalas
can be seen as idealized stipas; dharant texts
were in use before the first century C.E., and many
Tantric rituals derive from widely practiced an-
cient rites. These various elements were gradually
combined over the centuries until the emergence
of recognizable Tantric texts such as the Maha-
vairocana-abhisambodhi-tantra in the mid-sev-
enth century which included all the hallmarks of
Tantric Buddhism listed above with the exception
of sexual yoga. By the end of the seventh cen-
tury C.E, the Sarva-tathagata-tattva-samgraha
and other texts had been composed, utilizing
the Five Buddha Family system (see text box).

The Five Buddha Family System

This is a fivefold classificatory system for Bud-
dhas, bodhisattvas and other divine beings de-
riving from the middle period Mahayana sitra
tradition and adopted by the later Tantras.
Each Family is headed by a particular Buddha
endowed with specific qualities. The Fami-

lies and the Buddhas who head them are the
Tathagata Family (Vairocana), the Vajra Family
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(Aksobhya), the Jewel Family (Ratnasambhava),
the Lotus Family (Amitabha) and the Action
Family (Amoghasiddhi). The five Buddha family
system replaced an earlier Three Buddha Fam-
ily scheme.

Within a few decades of this, the Guhyasamaja-
tantra was composed, the first Tantra known to
contain explicit sexual imagery. This was fol-
lowed by an explosion in the number of Tantric
texts appearing in India both along the lines of
the Guhyasamaja as well as texts like the Hevajra-
tantra which makes greater use of sexual yoga, an
internal spiritual physiology and emphasizes the
role of the feminine to a greater extent. This peri-
od also saw the rise of the maha-siddhas or “great
adepts” and the antinomian practices associated
with Sahajayana. This late offshoot of Tantric Bud-
dhism was a simplified form of Tantric practice as-
sociated with “great adepts” like Saraha and oth-
ers, and later gained popularity in Tibet, especially
in the Kagyu school. Tibetan tradition speaks of
eighty-four maha-siddhas—colorful and eccentric
characters with great magic powers—who trans-
mitted the Tantric teachings from India to Tibet.

With the emerging diversity of Tantric texts,
various schemes where used to classify them.
Initially, Tantric Buddhism was seen as an al-
ternative path with Mahayana and was termed
the “mantra method” (mantra-naya) in contrast
to the “perfection method” (paramita-naya).
This mantra method was subdivided into two
groups—kriya-tantra, emphasizing rituals, and
yoga-tantra emphazing meditative practices—the
former group including texts such as the Subahu-
pariprccha and the Susiddhikara, while the latter
included the Sarva-tathagata-tattva-samgraha
and the Guhyasamaja. The Maha-vairocana-
abhisambodhi was deemed to share features of
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both groups and thus was placed in a special dual
(ubhaya) category. At a later date, this system
was revised into the now standard fourfold divi-
sion of kriya-tantra (action), carya-tantra (perfor-
mance), yoga-tantra (yoga) and anuttara-yoga-
tantra (supreme yoga). Anuttara-yoga itself was
further sub-divided into three categories: Father
Tantra, Mother Tantra and Non-dual Tantra, al-
though it seems that other naming systems were
used such as mahayoga, anuyoga and atiyoga
as still utilized by Tibetans in Nyingma circles.

Although Tantric Buddhism seems likely to
have originated outside monastic circles among
unorthdox yogins, it was soon introduced into the
various great centers of Buddhist learning such as
Nalanda, Vikramasila and Ratnagiri. Many of the
greatest scholar-monks in India from the eighth
century onwards were also renowned as adepts
who produced a considerable volume of com-
mentarial literature and independent treatises.
Through their influence, Tantric Buddhism became
widespread throughout India and neighboring
countries. However, although it is known to have
been transmitted to Sri Lanka, Burma, Thailand
and Indonesia, outside of India Tantric Buddhism
achieved its greatest success in Tibet and China,
with Shingon as a secondary offshoot in Japan.

Monastic Centers

The intellectual vigor of Buddhism during the me-
dieval period attracted large numbers of students
to monastic centers of learning. The most famous
of these was Nalanda. It was reputed to have been
home to ten thousand students with admission
being gained through an oral exam at the main
gateway. One of the greatest Buddhist monas-
tic universities in India, Nalanda was located be-
tween Pataliputra and Rajagrha in present-day Bi-
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har. It was believed to have been founded by King
Sakraditya of Magadha in the second century C.E.
and was later patronized by the Gupta (320-647
C.E.) and Pala (650-950 C.E.) dynasties. Its enor-
mous size and the quality of its resident teachers
attracted students and other visitors from all over
the Buddhist world, including the notable Chinese
pilgrim monks Xuanzang and Yijing in the seventh
century C.E. who both describe it in their trav-
elogues. Ties were also formed with the nascent
Buddhist movementin Tibet, resulting in a number
of leading Tibetan monks visiting Nalanda and re-
ciprocal visits to Tibet by Indian Buddhist masters.

Through continuing royal patronage, such
as that of king Harsa and the rulers of the Pala
dynasty, other major centers of learning such
as Vikramasila and Odantapurt also flourished.
It was these institutions that produced the last
great generation of Indian Buddhist scholars like
Santaraksita and Kamalasila, who would play a vi-
tal role in the transmission of Buddhism to Ti-
bet. A less fortunate consequence of the growth
of monastic centers was that monks became in-
creasingly specialized in abstruse doctrines and
began to lose touch with the world outside the
cloister. Unlike Hinduism, which has always had
roots at the village level, Buddhism became con-
centrated in a few key institutions of higher learn-
ing. This proved to be its undoing when Muslim
raiding parties began to enter India in increas-
ing numbers from the tenth century. Undefended
Buddhist monasteries, often containing valuable
treasures, proved irresistible targets to raiders
bent on booty in the name of holy war. The Bud-
dhist practice of making images of Buddhas and
bodhisattvas made them idolaters in the eyes of
orthodox Muslims, and many priceless images
were destroyed or looted for the precious met-
als and jewels they contained. (A similar attitude
seems to have provoked the destruction of the co-
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lossal Buddha statues at Bamiyan in Afghanistan
by the fundamentalist Taleban regime in 2001.)
The Turkic general Mahmud Shabuddin Ghort

|

Bhimrao Ambedkar (1891-1956)

sacked Nalanda in 1197 and Vikramasila in 1203,
burning their libraries and destroying priceless
literary and artistic treasures. The great library of
Nalanda is said to have smoldered for six months
afterwards. The site was fully excavated in the
twentieth century and now attracts many visitors.

These traumatic events dealt a mortal blow
to Buddhism in India, from which it would nev-
er recover. There has been a limited revival of
Buddhism in India in the twentieth century, due
partly to an influx of refugees from Tibet, and to
the conversion of the so-called “Ambedkar Bud-
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dhists.” These are followers of Bhimrao Ambed-
kar (1891-1956), the charismatic leader of the
Dalits or outcastes of India. Born into the caste
of the Mahar untouchables, Ambedkar convert-
ed to Buddhism on 14 October 1956 at Nagpur.
Ambedkar regarded Buddhism as the religion
most capable of resolving the problems of caste
that in his view had plagued India down the cen-
turies. Across India thousands of untouchables-
followed his example as a protest against their
social exclusion, and today almost all the Mahars
of Maharashtra regard themselves as Buddhist.

Key Points You Need to Know

e Following the death of the Buddha the
original community fragmented rapidly
into numerous sects and schools. In the
early centuries there were three impor-
tant councils: at Rajagrha, Vaisali, and
Pataliputra.

e The Buddhist canon is known as the
Tripitaka and according to tradition was
fixed at the Council of Rajagrha in the
year of Buddha’s death.

e The Tripitaka has three divisions: 1) the
Sdtra Pitaka or “Basket of Discourses;”
(2) the Vinaya Pitaka or “Basket of Mo-
nastic Discipline;” and (3) the Abhidhar-
ma Pitaka or “Basket of Higher Teach-
ings.”

e The “Great Schism” occurred at the
Council of Pataliputra and resulted in
a division into two main groups: the
Elders (Sthaviras) and the Universal As-
sembly (Mahasamghikas).

e Under Asoka’s patronage Buddhism
prospered in India and missionaries
were sent abroad to spread the Dhar-
ma.
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e A stlpa is a hemispherical burial
mound commonly containing the re-
mains of an individual of religious
importance (for example, a Buddha or
senior monk) or an article of religious
significance (such as a sacred text).

e The first few centuries C.E. withessed
a great age of scholastic debate
which resulted in the composition of
texts like the Great Book of Options
(Mahavibhasa) and the Treasury of
Metaphysics (Abhidharmakosa).

e Tantra represents the final phase of In-
dian Buddhism and Tantric texts begins
to appear around the seventh century.

e The great monastic universities like
Nalanda and Vikramasila were de-
stroyed by Muslim raiding parties by
the early thirteenth century, dealing a
mortal blow to Indian Buddhism. Bud-
dhism has been virtually extinct in India
since the fifteenth century, although a
limited revival has taken place in mod-
ern times.

Additional Material at Buddhism Online:
Self Test Questions
Class Discussion Questions
Essay Questions
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CHAPTER 6

MAHAYANA

In This Chapter

This chapter documents the development of
the Mahayana school of Buddhism, highlight-
ing its literature, doctrines, major schools,
and prominent thinkers. It considers the most
famous celestial Buddhas and bodhisattvas,
and provides the basis for understanding the
forms of Buddhism that developed in Central
and East Asia

Main Topics Covered
e Prajnaparamita Literature
e |Important Mahayana Satras

e Major Mahayana Doctrines: Buddha-Na-
ture, Emptiness, Bodhisattvas, Perfec-
tions, Compassion, Skill-in—-Means

e Celestial Buddhas and Bodhisattvas

e Mahayana Schools: Madhyamika,
Yogacara, Pure Land

e Buddhist Logicians

Introduction

Mahayana is a Sanskrit term denoting a move-
ment in Buddhism begun around 200 B.C.E. in In-
dia and identifying itself as the “Greater Vehicle.”
Primarily as a reaction against the highly ecclesi-
astic, somewhat pedantic, and allegedly self-mo-
tivated Buddhism of the time, this new movement
emerged as a means of reemphasizing Buddhism



as a liberating vehicle for the masses of Buddhist
practitioners. In general, it offered a new litera-
ture, initially identified as the Prajhiaparamita or
“Perfection of Wisdom” literature, a new theory
concerning the nature of Buddhahood, and a new
path to a new goal. Drawing much of its philo-
sophical content from the Mahasamghika and
Sarvastivadin schools of early Buddhism, and its
notions of community from an overarching em-
phasis on compassion (karuna) for all sentient
beings, it stressed the emptiness (Slinyata) of all
phenomena, the transcendent nature of the Bud-
dha, and the attainment of Buddhahood for all be-
ings by means of a course of practice known as the
bodhisattva path. While it did not summarily reject
early Buddhism, it perceived its overall approach
to be inferior, thus the designation of all early
Buddhist groups or nikayas as Hinayana or “Less-
er Vehicle.” Like its precursor, once established,
Mahayana began to splinter internally. Within
several hundred years, Indian Mahayana included
the Madhyamika school founded by Nagarjuna,
the Yogacara school founded by Asanga and Va-
subandhu, and the Pure Land tradition. Addi-
tionally, Indian Buddhism was shortly joined by a
third school, known as Vajrayana, focusing on the
esoteric tradition. As Buddhism spread to China,
the overwhelming majority of individual schools
that arose were based on Mahayana philoso-
phy. It was equally the case as Buddhism moved
through Korea and into Japan. As such, Mahayana-
based Buddhism predominates in East Asia.

Mahayana Literature
Prajnaparamita

Prajiaparamita is a generic term for a series of
Mahayana texts known as the “Perfection of Wis-
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dom” discourses. These texts, the earliest of
which date from around 100 B.C.E., represent the
first Mahayana literature, and are aptly named,
due to their special interest in understanding the
nature of wisdom or prajia. The foremost scholar
of Prajnaparamita literature, Edward Conze, notes
the period of composition of this class of litera-
ture to extend for about 1,000 years, divided into
four phases: (1) establishment of a basic text rep-
resenting the initial “impulse” of the movement,
(2) expansion of the basic text, (3) restatement of
the basic doctrines into shorter texts and verse
summaries, and (4) a period of influence by the
Tantric tradition. The oldest text in this category
is the “Perfection of Wisdom Discourse in 8,000
Lines” (Astasahasrika-prajnaparamita-sutra).
This text was later expanded into versions of
18,000, 25,000, and eventually, 100,000 verses.
It was then shortened into much shorter versions,
the two most famous of which are the “Diamond-
sutra” (Vajracchedika-prajnaparamita-satra) and
the “Heart-sttra” (Hrdaya-prajiaparamita-sutra).
Finally, a series of Tantric texts emerges, one of
which is called the “Perfection of Wisdom in One
Letter.” A large number of commentaries on this
class of literature appeared, and both the texts and
commentaries alike have been translated into Chi-
nese and Tibetan. The style of the Prajiaparamita
literature is interesting in that it presents an on-
going dialogue between the Buddha and a series
of disciples at varying stages of personal devel-
opment. For the most part, those disciples usually
associated with the early, so-called Hinayana tra-
dition (such as Sariputra) are generally afforded
the lowest position of expression, while those fig-
ures identified as bodhisattvas (such as Subhiti)
are most highly regarded. In other words, the new
Mahayana path is emphasized at the expense of
the older framework. Such is also the case re-
garding doctrinal issues, with the PrajAiaparamita

152 Mahayana Literature Contents | Chapter 6: Tstart | lend



texts launching an endless diatribe about the in-
adequacy of the Abhidharma approach and the
efficacy of the doctrine of emptiness (Slinyata).
Moving out of India rapidly, the Prajiaparamita lit-
erature appears in China as early as 179 C.E. with
Lokaksema’s translation of the 8,000 line version.

Other Mahayana Literature

VIMALAKIRTI-NIRDESA-SUTRA. One of the most important
Mahayana texts is the Vimalakirti-nirdesa-satra,
a Mahayana sitra titled “Sttra on the Discourse of
Vimalakirti.” Frequently quoted, this text relates
the story of a famous Buddhist lay disciple named
Vimalakirti who, despite being engaged in wordly
activities through his livelihood as a banker, man-
ages to lead an exemplary life as a bodhisattva.
The story of the siitra focuses on a Dharma dis-
course being delivered by the Buddha in the town
of Vaisall. The Buddha was surrounded by 8,000
monks and 32,000 bodhisattvas, but Vimalakirti
was absent due to anillness. In seeking to learn of
Vimalakirti’s condition, the Buddha wants to send
any of the disciples so inclined. Each declines due
to Vimalakirti’s superior position until the bod-
hisattva Manjusri offers to go, at which point all
follow. When queried about his illness, Vimalakirti
offers a response brimming with Mahayana phi-
losophy. He attributes his illness to his compas-
sion for the sickness of all sentient beings, noting
that he will become cured only when all other sen-
tient beings are cured. What follows is a long dis-
cussion on various aspects of Mahayana doctrine.
Eventually, Vimalakirti poses the question that
provides the highlight of the sitra: he asks how a
bodhisattva can enter the Dharma-door of non-
duality? Thirty-one replies follow, each somewhat
more insightful and sophisticated than the pre-
ceding, but each lacking in complete understand-
ing. When it becomes Manjusr?’s turn, he simply
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says (from page 77 of Robert Thurman’s transla-
tion, The Holy Teaching of Vimalakirti): “Good sirs,
you have all spoken well. Nevertheless, all your
explanations are themselves dualistic. To know
no one teaching, to express nothing, to say noth-
ing, to explain nothing, to announce nothing, to
indicate nothing, and to designate nothing—that
is the entrance into nonduality.” Mafjusri then re-
quests Vimalakirti’s answer to his own question.
Vimalakirti’s response: complete and total silence.
In so doing, he has provided the only perfect an-
swer! Because of the sitra’s high relevance for all
of Mahayana, it became important in virtually ev-
ery Buddhist country where Mahayana flourished.

LANKAVATARA-SOTRA. Another important text is the
Lankavatara-satra, probably written around 400,
whose title translates to “Descent into Lanka,”
and whose doctrinal base focuses on the vari-
ous themes of the Yogacara school of Buddhism.
The context of the sftra is a discourse on Lan-
ka in which the Buddha responds to a series of
questions posed to him by a bodhisattva named
Mahamati. The text is structured into nine chap-
ters of mostly prose, concluding with an addi-
tional verse chapter. It discusses emptiness, the
theory of eight-consciousness (vijianas) central
to Yogacara doctrine, five “dharmas” culminat-
ing in the state of “suchness” or tathata, a notion
of three svabhavas (that is, self-natures) which is
contrary to the Madhyamika idea of two levels of
truth, and two forms of the Buddha (eternal and
transforming). Perhaps the critical doctrine of the
sttra is its statement that the Tathagata (that is,
the Buddha) is present in all sentient beings, thus
suggesting that all creatures dwell in the “Womb
of the Tathagata” (called Tathagatagarbha), and
presuming the obvious consequence: that Bud-
dhahood is readily available to all. The text out-
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lines the process of attainment whereby con-
sciousness is essentially turned back on it base,
reversed upon itself in a process in which all
duality and distinctions cease. The sitra had a
strong influence on the Chan and Zen traditions.

Lotus-satra. This is the familiar, popular title of
the Saddharmapundarika-sitra, more properly
titled in full as “Shtra on the Lotus of the Good
Teaching.” It is one of the most popular Mahayana
discourses, and although it is extremely important
in Indian Buddhism, it became even more highly
valued in China and Japan, serving as the basis of
the Tiantai school of Chinese Buddhism (Japanese:
Tendai) and of the school founded by Nichiren.
The context of the sitra is a discourse delivered
by the Buddha from the famous location known as
Vulture’s Peak to a huge assembly of disciples of
various categories. The main message of the text
is that while there are a variety of paths available
to disciples (usually identified as three: Sravaka or
“hearer,” pratyeka-buddha or “private-buddha,”
and bodhisattva or “enlightenment being”), there
is really only one true vehicle. This “One Vehicle”
Buddhism, or Ekayana, includes both Hinayana
and Mahayana. This central idea is demonstrated
through a series of parables, the most impor-
tant of which center around a burning house, a
blind man, and a prodigal son. Emphasis is also
placed on the nature of the Tathagata, developing
skill-in-means (upaya) or the ability to know how
to properly utilize wisdom, and building proper
character in the bodhisattva (stressing morality,
understanding of emptiness, avoidance of doc-
trinal disputes, and compassion for all beings).

Pure LAND SOTRAs. The Larger Sukhavativyuha-
stitra is a Mahayana text important as one of
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the foundational bases of the Pure Land School
of Buddhism. The text of the sitra begins with
the Buddha on Vulture’s Peak surrounded by a
huge retinue of Sravakas (i.e., hearers, disciples)
and bodhisattvas. Using the premise of instruct-
ing Ananda, the Buddha rehearses the story of
a monk Dharmakara who made a series of for-
ty-eight vows under a prior Buddha known as
LokesSvararaja. Dharmakara begins pursuit of the
bodhisattva path, focusing all his vows on one Bud-
dha-Land. Eventually, Dharmakara is able to ac-
tualize his vows, becoming the Buddha Amitabha
residing in the Pure Land of Sukhavatt (the West-
ern Paradise). Rebirth in Sukhavatr is available to
those who (1) make a vow to be reborn there, (2)
employ their good merit to do so, and (3) medi-
tate on Amitabha. The sitra ends with a vision of
Amitabha. The Smaller Sukhavativytha-sutra is a
Mahayana text that is also important as one of
the foundational bases of the Pure Land School
of Buddhism. As opposed to the larger version of
the text, with the Buddha on Vulture’s Peak, here
the Buddha Amitabha presides over the Pure Land
of Sukhavati. Birth in the Pure Land is not a result
of good works, as in the larger version, and is not
even mentioned. The key issue in the smaller text
focuses on the metaphor of sound. The sounds
present in the Pure Land are to remind one of
the Buddha, Dharma, and Sangha. Additionally,
these sounds, and that of Amitabha’s name, are
prerequisites to meditation. Consequently, they
must be repeated if salvation is to be attained

Mahayana Doctrines

Although Mahayana is often cited for the impor-
tance of the new literature it created in Buddhism,
and for its emphasis on the laity, the ideas and
doctrines embodied in that literature were equally
important in shaping the later development of the
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tradition. Most important among the Mahayana
doctrinal innovations were its new theories about
the nature of the Buddha and about reality, as
well as its emphasis on the bodhisattva as a new
ideal type in Buddhism. Concomitant with this
new path, was its stress on a series of perfections
known as paramitas, and two of the most impor-
tant perfections: compassion and skill-in-means.

Buddha Nature

Buddha nature is a Mahayana notion that all sen-
tient beings possess an inherently pure nature
identical to that of the Buddhas, worldly or cos-
mic. This Buddha-ness (tathata) is one of the is-
sues that clearly differentiates Mahayana from
Hinayana, for in the latter there is no notion sug-
gesting that all beings can become Buddhas.

Emptiness

The doctrine of “emptiness” or Slinyata is stressed
in many Mahayana scriptures, beginning with the
Prajnaparamita-sutras. It goes beyond the early
Buddhist position of anatman (not-self), stat-
ing that even dharmas, the momentary building
blocks of experiential reality, have no ontologi-
cal existence in their own right. The doctrine of
emptiness thus emphasizes the relational aspect
of existence, a presumably proper understand-
ing of the early Buddhist doctrine of dependent
origination (pratitya-samutpada). In this way,
emptiness becomes an epistemological tool used
to “unfreeze” the fixed notions of our minds. It is
important to understand that stinyata, utilized in
this fashion, is not an ontological state, and that
even emptiness is empty. However, it would be
incorrect to surmise that the negative terminol-
ogy associated with the concept is indicative of
a subtle nihilism in Mahayana. To argue that all
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dharmas are empty does not mean that they do
not exist, but rather identifies them as appear-
ances which should not be perceived as objects
of grasping. Because the doctrine of emptiness
is critical to all Mahayana schools of Buddhism,
it becomes of paramount importance, not only to
the Madhyamika and Yogacara schools of Bud-
dhism in India (including all of their respective
subdivisions), but to all the Mahayana schools
across the geographic landscape, ancient and
modern. Stinyata also plays a critical role in all
the Vajrayana schools as well. Consequently, it is
probably not unreasonable to cite this doctrine as
the single most important Mahayana innovation.

Bodhisattva

The bodhisattva is literally an “enlightenment be-
ing,” one who has postponed personal salvation
in favor of a compassionate effort to save all sen-
tient beings. In early Buddhism the term bodhi-
sattva (or bodhisatta in Pali) was used to identify
Siddhartha Gautama, the historical Buddha, and it
was assumed that only future historical Buddhas
merited this designation prior to their attainment
of Buddhahood. In Mahayana, this term was given
a radical, new interpretation, and used as a des-
ignation for anyone aspiring to complete, perfect
enlightenment . . . to Buddhahood. Motivated by
extreme compassion (karuna), and tempered by
the perfection of wisdom (prajia), the bodhisat-
tva first completes three basic prerequisites that
include generating the thought of enlightenment
(bodhicitta), undertaking a formal vow to gain
complete, perfect enlightenment for the sake
of all sentient beings (pranidhana), and receiv-
ing a prediction with regard to future attainment
(vyakarana). Then, a path known as the bodhi-
sattva path, and including ten stages (bhimis),
is traversed. This path requires rejection of the
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personal attainment of nirvana, deliberate rebirth
in the cycle of samsara, and a sharing of all merit
accrued with other sentient beings. In Mahayana
a number of Celestial Bodhisattvas became ex-
tremely important, most notably Avalokitesvara,
Manjusri, Mahasthamaprapta, and Samantab-
hadra. They served as ideal models for their
earthly counterparts by exhibiting extreme com-
passion and wisdom. The entire Mahayana notion
of the bodhisattva was a clear antithesis to the
ideal type in early Buddhism, the arhant, whose
effort was found by Mahayanists to be self-cen-
tered and ego-based. An enormous literature
developed focusing on the bodhisattva and the
bodhisattva path, including such famous texts
as the Bodhisattvabhiimi-sitra, Dasabhimika-
stitra, and others. Sometimes, the path of the bo-
dhisattva is called the “Vehicle of the bodhisat-
tva” or Bodhisattva-yana. It is another means of
referring to the Mahayana or so-called “Greater
Vehicle” school of Buddhism. Mahayana of course
coined a pejorative phrase to describe the entire-
ty of early Buddhism: “Hinayana” or “Lesser Ve-
hicle.” Within this Hinayana appelation, however,
Mahayana identified two individual paths: (1) the
Vehicle of the Sravaka, or Sravaka-yana, literally
“hearers,” the immediate disciples of the Buddha
(and their spiritual descendants), and (2) the Ve-
hicle of the Pratyeka-buddhas, or Pratyeka-bud-
dha-yana, those who attained enlightenment on
their own and who did not embark on a teaching
career. In light of the above, it was only logical
to also refer to the Mahayana path as the Bod-
hisattva-yana, the “Vehicle of the bodhisattvas.”

Paramita

This is a Sanskrit technical term usually rendered
as “perfection” and applied to a series of practices
thought to be essential for spiritual progress. The
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term paramita is derived from the Sanskrit prefix
param which generally denotes the other side of
something, that is, beyond, and the past parti-
ciple of a verb meaning “to go.” Thus, paramita
means “going to the other side” or “having gone
beyond,” and by application “perfection.” Al-
though the term appears in the literature of vari-
ous Hinayana sects, and is especially important to
the Sarvastivadins, it is in Mahayana that the no-
tion of perfections becomes a critical component
of Buddhist philosophy and practice. The concept
appears early in the Prajiaparamita literature, em-
phasizing six paramitas: (1) dana (giving), (2) s1la
(morality), (3) ksanti (patience), (4) virya (vigor),
(5) dhyana (meditation), and (6) prajna (wisdom).
And of course the intended ideal emerges: wisdom
can be perfected by all beings if certain religious
principles are understood and rigorous religious
practices are observed. The practices involve tra-
versing the bodhisattva path as opposed to the
way of the arhant in earlier Buddhism. Eventually,
four additional perfections were added: (7) upaya
(skill-in-means), (8) pranidhana (vow), (9) bala
(power), and (10) jiana (knowledge). These ten
paramitas are correlated with the ten stages of the
bodhisattva path, each perfection corresponding
to a particular stage (bhami). As a result, a high-
ly ambitious path is outlined which is a guide-
line for a distinctly Mahayana Buddhist practice.

Karuna

Karuna is a Sanskrit technical term meaning “com-
passion,” andisimportantinall Buddhisttraditions.
Considered to be one of the chief attributes of a
Buddha, it is among the prime motivating factors
in Siddhartha Gautama’s pursuit of enlightenment.
In the Hinayana sects it find its highest expression
as a member of the fourfold brahmaviharas or
“divine abodes.” In the brahmviharas it functions
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in consonance with love (maitr1), sympathetic joy
(mudita), and equanimity (upeksa) as an expres-
sion of the highest ethical standard of pursuit.
In Mahayana it achieves its fullest development
as one of the driving forces in the bodhisattva’s
religious practice. It is generally linked with wis-
dom (prajia) in describing the two chief descrip-
tive attributes of the bodhisattva. Karuna is said
to be embodied in the bodhisattva Avalokitesvara,
who receives much attention in the Chinese and
Japanese traditions (as Guanyin and Kwannon,
respectively). Compassion is extremely important
as the basis of the Pure Land tradition as well.

Upaya

Upaya is a Sanskrit technical term literally mean-
ing “skillful means” or “skill-in-means.” Although
the term is not unheard of in early Buddhism, it
is almost always applied to the Mahayana tradi-
tion, where it is counted as one of the paramitas
or “perfections.” Identified as the seventh per-
fection, it follows attainment of the perfection of
wisdom (prajna). Since one of the critical aspects
of Mahayana teaching is that bodhisattvas must
have compassion (karuna) for all sentient beings,
it is logical for Mahayana adepts, at a certain stage
of development, to know precisely how to apply
the wisdom they have experienced. Upaya pro-
vides that aspect of the teaching. Upaya enables
the individual who is teaching to find precisely the
method of instruction that is appropriate for the
person being instructed. Whether a Dharma dis-
course or shout, meditation instruction or a slap,
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upaya is the skillful means by which a genuine
teacher demonstrates the truth of enlightenment.

Celestial Buddhas And Bodhisattvas

Many celestial Buddhas permeate the pantheon
of Mahayana Buddhism. Foremost among them is
Amitabha, the Buddha of “Unlimited Light,” said
to rule over the Western Paradise of Sukhavat.
Known in China as Amituo and in Japan as Amida
(from the short Sanskrit form Amita), this Celestial
Buddha is the focus of three major texts of Pure
Land Buddhism: the (1) Larger Sukhavativyiha-
sttra, (2) Smaller Sukhavativyiha-sitra, and (3)
Amitayurdhyana-satra. The legend surround-
ing Amitabha develops from the story of a monk
named Dharmakara who, eons previously, as-
pired to Buddhahood and made forty-eight vows,
each concerning the nature of existence whence
he becomes a Buddha. Dharmakara, after count-
less lifetimes of practice, becomes the Buddha
Amitabha. Amitabha is generally conceived of in
two ways: (1) as an object of meditation and (2)
as the embodiment of compassion. As ruler of the
Pure Land of Sukhavati, he welcomes all who ear-
nestly wish to be reborn there, requiring only a
strong commitment of faith in Amitabha’s vows.
This faith is expressed by the formula (in San-
skrit): Namo Amitabhaya Buddhaya, “Homage to
Amitabha Buddha.” Known in China as the Nianfo
(Nanmo Amituofo) and in Japan as the Nembutsu
(Namu Amida Butsu), its repetition was a neces-
sary ingredient for rebirth in the Pure Land. In fact,
Dharmakara’s eighteenth vow, often referred to
as the most important of all vows, states quite di-
rectly that anyone who desires rebirth in the Pure
Land need only recite his name or think of this
desire ten times, in order to actualize their ambi-
tion. Because this tradition relies on faith rather
than meditation, it is sometimes referred to as the
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“easy way” (tariki in Japanese). Amitabha some-
times appears with the bodhisattvas AvalokiteSvara
and Mahasthamaprapta on his left and right, re-
spectively. He also appears with Bhaisajyaguru
Buddha, another of the Celestial Buddhas. An
alternate name for Amitabha is sometimes em-
ployed: Amitayus, literally “Unlimited Life.”

Another famous celestial Buddha is Aksobhya,
earliest of the non-historical celestial Buddhas. His
name literally means “immovable,” and he is said
(in the Vimalakirti-nirdesa-sttra) to reign over
the Eastern Paradise known as Abhirati. His name
seems to be first mentioned in the Perfection of
Wisdom (Prajnaparamita) literature, but eventu-
ally finds citations in a wide variety of Mahayana
and Vajrayana texts. His most usual color is dark
blue, but occasionally golden colored. He usu-
ally holds a vajra or diamond scepter in his right
hand, while making the earth-touching gesture
(bhimisparsa-mudra) with his left. He is often
seated on a blue elephant. Legend reports that
Aksobhya, while still a bodhisattva, vowed never
to manifest anger toward any being, and as a re-
sult of his vow, came to rule over the paradise
of Abhirati. It is suggested that other practitio-
ners who follow his example will obtain rebirth in
Abhirati. While he is prominent in Nepal and Ti-
bet, Aksobhya is less popular in China and Japan.

Vairocana, yet another celestial Buddha lit-
erally means “Shining Out.” Although he did not
become popular until around the seventh centu-
ry C.E., in Tantric Buddhism he is located at the
center of the cosmic mandala, surrounded by the
other four Celestial Buddhas. His symbol is often
represented as the Dharmacakra or “Wheel of the
Teaching,” and is sometimes shown making the
“supreme wisdom” mudra in which the right in-
dex finger is held by the fingers of the left hand.
His is regularly associated with the Celestial bo-
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dhisattva Samantabhadra. Some traditions iden-
tify him with the earthly Buddha Krakucchanda,
but he is also noted, in the Chinese scholastic
tradition, to be the dharma-kaya of Sakyamuni
Buddha. Vairocana is regarded in some traditions
to be the Adi-Buddha or primordial Buddha. In
the iconography, he is depicted as white in color

Perhaps the foremost Celestial Bodhisattva is
Manjusri. A prominent bodhisattva whose name
means “Sweet Glory,” and who is especially im-
portant in a number of Mahayana sitras. Although
present in the Lotus-sutra, he is a primary inter-
locutor in the Vimalakirti-nirdeSa-sitra where he,
of all the bodhisattvas mentioned, comes closest
to the brilliance and understanding manifested by
Vimalakirti. A tenth stage bodhisattva, he is of-
ten shown iconographically holding a lotus which
supports a Prajiaparamita text and a sword, sym-
bolizing the wisdom he manifests in aiding sen-
tient beings. Manjusrt is said to appear to people
in dreams, and those worshipping him are pro-
tected by his power. He is also sometimes re-
ferred to as Manjughosa, (“Sweet Voiced”). In Ti-
betan Buddhism a number of the most prominent
figures are considered incarnations of Manjusri.

Maitreya is the name of the future Buddha,
literally translated as “Benevolent One.” Although
the notion is present in virtually all the Hinayana
schools, where they view Maitreya as a bodhisat-
tva progressing toward Buddhahood, the notion
reaches its apex in Mahayana, where Maitreya is
depicted as a virtual cultimage. He is mentioned in
a wide variety of Mahayana sitras, and also comes
to play a major role in Vajrayana Buddhism where
his heaven is said to represent a Pure Land. He is
represented by a detailed and expliciticonography,
and is identified as one of the five earthly Buddhas.

Finally, Avalokitesvara is “The Lord Who Looks
Down,” one of the most famous and important of
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the Celestial Bodhisattvas in Mahayana Buddhism.
Initially, AvalokiteSvara is a minor figure in such
texts as the Vimalakirti-nirdesa-sttra and Lotus-
sttra. His first significant role is in the Pure Land
Satras where he and Mahasthamaprapta serve as
the chief attendants to Amitabha Buddha. Pre-
sumably, AvalokiteSvara has purified himself for
countless ages, and accordingly, is the embodi-
ment of compassion (karuna) which, along with
wisdom (prajia), are the chief attributes expressive
of Buddhahood. He aids all people who call upon
him in need, helping them with numerous arms of
compassion. In art, AvalokitesSvara is represented
in a variety of ways, often as a layman with eleven
heads, as many as a thousand arms, and a crown
with an image of Amitabha in it. He sometimes
holds a blue lotus flower in his hand. In China and
Japan, Avalokitesvara was transformed into a fe-
male image, known as Guanyin and Kwannon, re-
spectively. In Tibet, he was revered as a patron of
the land, known as Chenrezi (sPyan-ras-gzigs).

Mahayana Schools: Madhyamika

Madhyamika is an Indian Mahayana Buddhist
schoolfounded by Nagarjuna, and emphasizingthe
emptiness (Stnyata) of all components of experi-
ential reality (dharmas) as its major doctrine. One
of the most important schools of Buddhism across
the face of the globe, it had its beginnings in the
writings of Nagarjuna, a second or third century
C.E. philosopher, famous for his Prajiaparamita-
inspired logical discourses. The title of the school
essentially means “Middle Way,” and it uses as
its primary text the Milamadhyamika-karikas
of Nagarjuna, a treatise that expounds in great
detail about the genuine meaning of dependent
origination (pratitya samutpada) and emptiness
(S0nyata). Although subscribing to the merits of
the bodhisattva path, and the efficacy of Mahayana
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ethical maxims, Nagarjuna and the Madhyamika
school are far more concerned with emphasizing
the nature of ultimate reality (paramartha-satya)
from the Buddhist perspective. The Madhyamika
philosophy and the development of the school
were continued by Nagarjuna’s most immedi-
ate successor Aryadeva. The negative dialectic of
the school came to be one of its trademarks, and
this emphasis was carried on by Buddhapalita (c.
470-550) who headed a Madhyamika subdivision
known as the Prasangikas. Buddhapalita was ri-
valed by Bhavaviveka (c. 490-570) who founded
another Madhyamika subdivision known as the
Svatantrikas, a group which utilized a positive
dialectic. Eventually the school became cham-
pioned by such important Indian Buddhist fig-
ures as Candrakirti, Santideva, Santiraksita,
Kamalasila, and others. In addition to its enor-
mous influence on Indian Mahayana, it became
the basis of a Chinese school (Sanlun) and Jap-
anese school (Sanron), as well as providing the
philosophical core for much of Tibetan Buddhism.

The Founder: Nagarjuna

As a philosopher, Nagarjuna is best known for
the Buddhist texts attributed to him. His most
famous text is the Miuilamadhyamika-karikas
(see below). He is also credited with writing the
Dvadasa-dvara-sastra, a text discussing the no-
tion of emptiness (Slinyata) in twelve headings,
the Vigrahavyavartani, an attack on the logi-
cal school of Nyaya, the Mahaprajiaparamita-
upadesa-sastra, a voluminous text extant only in
Chinese (but perhaps not written by Nagarjuna),
the Suhrllekha or “Friendly Epistle” written to an
Indian king, and a large variety of ancillary texts.
The basic method utilized by Nagarjuna is the re-
ductio ad absurdum approach in which Nagarjuna
dismantles his opponents on the basis of their
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own arguments while offering his critics no op-
portunity to utilize the same approach on his work.

The Basic Text: Mulamadhyamika-karikas

The Mialamadhyamika-karikas are a Sanskrit text
attributed to Nagarjuna and established as the
basis for the Madhyamika school of Indian Bud-
dhism. The text title literally translates to “Root
Verses on the Middle Way,” and presumably re-
flects Nagarjuna’s personal description of his
philosophical stance. The text itself is divided
into twenty-seven very short chapters includ-
ing a total of about 450 verses. It is a polemi-
cal treatise which refutes the views of other Bud-
dhist (particularly Sarvastivadin and Sautrantika)
and non-Buddhist schools. His method of refuta-
tion, the reductio ad absurdum argument, called
prasanga in Sanskrit, became the hallmark of the
text. Nagarjuna used this method to defeat his
opponents’ arguments in terms of their own as-
sumptions. The text insists on a strict application
of the notion of emptiness (Slinyata) as an episte-
mological tool designed to avoid the presumption
that any dharma or “building block of reality” can
have a fixed, permanent own-being (svabhava).
Chapter thirteen, verses seven to eight insist that
even emptiness is empty, and that an individual
who turns emptiness into a viewpoint is “incur-
able.” Perhaps the highlight of the text, in which
it establishes Mahayana’s primary philosophical
position, is Chapter twenty-four, verse eighteen,
in which Nagarjuna maintains that, “It is depen-
dent origination (pratitya-samutpada) that we call
emptiness.” He goes on to say in the next verse that
since no dharma exists independently, no dharma
exists which is not empty. This latter point has
enormous implications for Buddhist theory and
practice. The importance of the text can, at leastin
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part, be measured by the sizable number of com-
mentaries it provoked, spanning several centuries.

Major Doctrine: Emptiness

The underlying theme of all Nagarjuna’s writ-
ings is that of emptiness, as established in the
Prajnaparamita tradition. He is a thoroughgoing
Mahayanist in rejecting any notion of own-being
(svabhava), continually emphasizing what he calls
the “middle way,” and insisting that dependent
origination, the Buddha’s theory of causality, is
the clearest expression of the doctrine of emp-
tiness. Although he was presumably a bodhisat-
tva of high attainment, Nagarjuna says little about
this aspect of the Buddhist path, focusing instead
on the indentity of nirvana and samsara, which
he maintains to be two forms of the same reality.

Mahayana Schools: Yogacara

Yogacara is an Indian Mahayana Buddhist school
founded by two brothers, Asanga and Vasubandhu,
emphasizing the doctrine of cittamatra or “mind
only” as the basic mode of knowing and experi-
encing phenomenal reality. Beginning in the fourth
century C.E., the Yogacara school is so named be-
cause it argues for the “practice of yoga” as the
primary means of religious attainment. Its name
notwithstanding, the main emphases of the school
are predominantly philosophical and psychologi-
cal. Drawn not only from the writings of Asanga
(which include primarily the Mahayanasamgraha
and the Abhidharmasamuccaya) and Vasuband-
hu (focusing on the Vimsatika and Trimsika), the
school utilizes a wealth of Mahayana texts such as
the Samdhinirmocana-sitra, Lankavatara-satra,
Madhyanta-vibhaga, and others stressing the
bold new doctrine of the world of perception as a
manifestation of mind. In addition to the prima-
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ry doctrine of cittamatra, the school offers a new
theory of eight consciousnesses, adding manas
or “mind” and alaya-vijiana or “storehouse con-
sciousness” to the traditional six consciousnesses
of earlier Buddhism. For this reason, the school
is sometimes called Vijianavada (literally “hold-
ers of the doctrine of consciousness”). Although
it affirms the traditional Mahayana notion of
emptiness (Slinyata), it replaces the Madhyamika
school’s theory of two levels of truth with “three
natures” including: (1) an imagined or mentally
constructed level known as parikalpita, (2) a rel-
ative reality known as parantantra, and (3) ulti-
mate reality known as parinispanna. The notion of
“three bodies of the Buddha,” also develops within
the Yogacara literature. The practical teaching of
the school, including a description of its religious
path, is embodied in Asanga’s text called the
Yogacarabhimi-sastra. The school reached its
peak in the middle centuries of the first millennium
C.E., as witnessed by its importance at the Nalanda
University. The school also became exceeding-
ly important in the development of a number of
Chinese and Japanese Buddhist schools as well.

The Founders: Asanga and Vasubandhu

Asanga was a famous Buddhist who was originally
born to a Brahmin family in Purusapura (modern
Peshawar) sometime in the fourth century C.E.
Asanga was the eldest of three brothers. He was
converted to the Mahisasaka school of early Bud-
dhism and became a monk in this tradition. Ap-
parently he received teaching, through a vision,
directly from the future Buddha Maitreya who
provided him with a series of texts that were col-
lected under the name of Maitreyanatha. Quickly
converting to Mahayana as a result of this in-
teraction, Asanga began composing texts in his
own name, founded the Yogacara school of Bud-
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dhism, and converted his brother Vasubandhu
who, by that time, had developed a reputation as
one of the eminent teachers of the Sarvastivadin
school of Buddhism. Asanga is identified as the
author of the Mahayanasamgraha, Abhidhar-
masamuccaya, and a major commentary on the
Samdhinirmocana-sitra. Perhaps more influenced
by the Sarvastivada school of early Buddhism than
Nagarjuna’s dialectic, Asanga advocated an ideal-
ism that sought to synthesize the various aspects
of Mahayana thought. He developed an eight-
membered theory of consciousness, emphasizing
a “storehouse consciousness” or alaya-vijiana
that was a repository for the seeds of past karmic
acts, an alternative to Nagarjuna’s notion of two
levels of truth resulting in three natures called
svabhavas, an emphasis on the practice of the bo-
dhisattva, and a doctrine known as the Tathagata-
garbha or “Womb of the Buddha” underscoring
the potential for all beings to attain Buddhahood.

Vasubandhu was an Indian Buddhist schol-
ar, of somewhat uncertain history, who is re-
puted (as noted above) to be the author of the
Abhidharmakosa, but later a primary figure in
the development of the Yocacara school of Bud-
dhism. General consensus identifies Vasuband-
hu as the younger brother of Asanga, probably
born in Purusapura in the fourth century C.E. (and
quite possibly 320-400). He is said to have lived
around Kasmir and died in Ayodhya. Originally a
member of the Sarvastivadin school of Buddhism,
over time he became critical of its views as es-
tablished in the Mahavibhasa, and composed the
Abhidharmakosa, literally meaning “sheath” or
“storehouse” of Abhidharma, to critique that posi-
tion. This text establishes Vasubandhu as a propo-
nent of the philosophy of the Sautrantika Buddhist
school. Apparently later, however, Vasubandhu is
converted to the Yogacara school of Mahayana
Buddhism by his brother Asanga. As a Yogacarin,
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Vasubandhu is recognized as the author of at
least two major texts, the Vimsatika or “Twenty
Verses” and the Trims$ika or “Thirty Verses.” Each
of these texts develops the theory of conscious-
ness-only, critical for Yogacara philosophy. It is
admittedly difficult to reconcile how an individual
could embrace so many differing viewpoints, and
so passionately, during the course of one lifetime.
A possible explanation was voiced by the German
scholar Erich Frauwallner who suggested that
there were actually two Vasubandhus. He claimed
that Vasubandhu the younger lived from 320-380,
was Asanga’s brother, and was a Mahayana phi-
losopher exclusively. According to Frauwallner,
Vasuabandhu the elder lived from 400-480, was a
thorough-going Hinayanist, and the author of the
Abhidharmakos$a. This viewpoint, although inte
resting, has been rather thoroughly discredited.

Major Doctrines: Alayavijfiana

Alayavijiiana is literally translated as “storehouse
consciousness,” and is the central concept of the
Yogacara school of Buddhism. In early Buddhism,
a theory of six consciousnesses was postulat-
ed, each applicable to a particular sense organ.
Yogacara (especially in the writings of Asanga and
Vasubandhu) added two further items to the list,
extending it to eight: (1) manas, a subtle mental
element which functions by receiving and dispos-
ing of data from the other six consciousnesses,
and (2) the alaya-vijiana. This so-called “store-
house consciousness” receives the seeds (known
as bijas) of karmic activity and stores them until
they ripen and manifest themselves in a process
referred to as “perfuming” (vasana). In so do-
ing, this consciousness theory of Yogacara ac-
counts for such mental activity as memory, hard
to explain through more traditional theories of
consciousness. While the vast majority of seeds

171 Mahayana Schools: Yogacara Contents | Chapter 6: Tstart | lend



that ripen and manifest themselves are “tainted”
(asrava-bijas), resulting in a perception of real-
ity that is delusional, the alaya-vijiana also con-
tains a number of pure seeds (called anasrava-
bijas) that emerge from the deepest layer of the
alaya (referred to as the param-alaya). It is the
ripening of these pure seeds that establishes the
potential for a complete restructuring of expe-
rience, known as asraya-paravrtti or literally “a
turning over of one’s basis,” through meditation.
Precisely because the alaya-vijiana functions as
a storehouse, it is sometimes referred to as the
Tathagata-garbha or the “Womb of the Tathagata”.

Major Doctrines: Trikaya

The trikaya is a Mahayana Buddhist concept, lit-
erally referring to “three bodies of the Buddha.”
The doctrine, predominantly developed in texts
associated with the Yogacara school of Buddhism
(such as the Lankavatara-satra), is a reflection
of a sophisticated Mahayana Buddhology. It ar-
gues that Buddha is revealed in a variety of ways
to a variety of individuals, each reflective of the
individual’s particular level of spiritual develop-
ment. At the lowest level, one encounters the
nirmana-kaya or “apparitional body.” This body
is depicted as the historical Buddha, visible to or-
dinary, common worldlings as an inspiration to
begin the Mahayana Buddhist path. It exists only
insofar as it is an apparitional manifestation of
ultimate reality. Once on the path, the practitio-
ner, now known as a bodhisattva, encounters the
Buddha in another form: as sambhoga-kaya or
“enjoyment body,” a subtle-bodied, quasi-mate-
rial preacher of Mahayana scriptures, neither fully
human nor fully absolute. At the completion of
the path, one attains dharma-kaya or “Dharma
body,” the true nature of Buddhahood, ultimate
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reality itself, an abstract resolution of all duali-
ties, beyond any conceptualization or designa-
tion. Thus, the mature notion of the trikaya offers
three ways of relating to the essential notion of
Buddhahood, each reflective of the psychological
development of the practitioner, culminating in
the proper experience of Buddhahood as ultimate
reality itself, empty of any dualities whatsoever.

Mahayana Schools: Pure Land

The Pure Land school is based on the Mahayana
Buddhist notion identifying a Buddha-ksetra
or “Buddha-Land” where a Celestial Buddha re-
sides. In Mahayana cosmology, there are virtually
countless Buddhas, and so also there are count-
less “Pure Lands” where these Buddhas dwell. By
their very nature, these Pure Lands are paradises,
resplendent with manifold benefits and beauties,
and as such, ideal places for rebirth. Nonetheless,
existence even in a Pure Land cannot be consid-
ered permanent, and must be viewed as only a
more favorable location from which to pursue
one’s on-going path to salvation. It is, however,
an especially important oasis in times of Dhar-
ma decline when earthly conditions seem not to
favor spiritual development and advancement. A
number of Pure Lands became quite important in
the development of Mahayana. Of particular note
is the Pure Land of Amitabha Buddha, known as
Sukhavati, and praised in a variety of Mahayana
texts. Pursuit of rebirth in Amitabha’s Pure Land
developed into a formal Buddhist school which
gained a wide following in East Asian Buddhism. It
must be noted, though, that other Pure Lands, such
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as that of the “Healing Buddha” Bhaisajyaguru-
Buddha, are mentioned throughout the literature.

Mahayana Logicians

Bhavaviveka (c. 490-570 C.E.). He was a southern
Indian Buddhist, also known as Bhavya, who found-
ed the Svatantrika school, one of two divisions of
Indian Madhyamika Buddhism. Bhavaviveka went
to Magadha and studied the works of Nagarjuna,
founder of the Madhyamika school. He was a
slightly junior contemporary of another student
of Nagarjuna’s work, Buddhapalita (c. 470-540
C.E.), who utilized Nagarjuna’s well known nega-
tive dialectic to found the Prasangika school of
Madhyamika. Bhavaviveka utilized a positive dia-
lectic in opposing Buddhapalita, in a sense coun-
tering those critics who thought Buddhism’s di-
alectic of negation to be counterproductive to
expressing a positive goal for the religion. He
also differed from Buddhapalita on the nature and
relationship of the ultimate (paramartha) and the
relative (samvrti). His writings include a commen-
tary on Nagarjuna’s Milamadhyamika-karikas
known as the Prajiapradipa, a refutation of the
Yogacara position known as the Karatalaratna,
preserved only in the Chinese version as Zhang-
zhen lun, a verse text refuting rival philosophical
systems and known as the Madhyamaka-hrdaya,
and his own personal commentary on the Mad-
hyamaka-hrdaya referred to as the Tarkajvala.
Bhavaviveka’'s work was especially formative for
the eighth century philosophers Santiraksita and
Kamalasila who extended his work considerably.

Candrakirti (c. 650 C.E.). Candrakirti was a
Mahayana philosopher (c. 650) who championed
the Prasangika school of Madhyamika. He saw
himself as the successor to Buddhapalita, and as
such, clearly the rival of Bhavaviveka’s Svatantrika-
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Madhyamika school. He argued strongly against
the positive dialectic utilized by Bhavaviveka,
and sought to uphold the approach and intent of
Nagarjuna. He is credited with the composition
of a number of extremely important philosophi-
cal treatises, most notably the Prasannapada or
“Clear Worded” and the Madhyamakavatara. In
some respects, Candrakirti was able to move be-
yond Nagarjuna because of his formal training in
logic, and his ability to utilize the work of Dignaga.
His exposition of the two levels of truth, ultimate
(paramartha-satya) and worldly (samvrti-satya),
is extremely important in the Prasangika school.

Dharmakirti (c. 650 C.E.). He was an Indian Bud-
dhist logician who was regarded in some circles
as the classic, representative Buddhist philoso-
pher. Dharmakirti studied at Nalanda University,
and elaborated on the logic and epistemology
set forth by an earlier great Buddhist logician,
Dignaga. He is especially well known for his text
called the Pramanavarttika, purportedly a com-
mentary on Dignaga’s Pramanasamuccaya, but
more accurately a reworking and supplement
to Dignaga’s treatise. In this text, he was espe-
cially interested in inference, direct perception,
and a general theory of knowledge. Dharmakirti
was also the author of a highly regarded log-
ic text known as the Nyayabindu, and exerted
much influence on the later Buddhist logicians.

Dignaga. He was an important Buddhist logician
responsible for abandoning the old logic of the
so-called Nyaya school and founding the New
Buddhist Logic. Dignaga lived in the fifth to sixth
century of the Common Era (and dates of 400-
485 or 480-540 are suggested as possibilities),
and is best known for his two famous logic trea-
tises: the Pramanasamuccaya (preserved in Tibet-
an) and the Nyayamukha (preserved in Chinese).
He replaced the five-membered syllogism of the
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older logic with a new, three-membered variety.
He spent much time at Nalanda University, had
Dharmakirti as his chief disciple, and falls un-
der the general approach of Yogacara idealism.

Key Points You Need to Know

e Mahayana Buddhism began around 200
B.C.E. as a means of emphasizing liber-
ating practices for the mass of Buddhist
practitioners.

e Mahayana created a rich new Bud-
dhist literature, beginning with the
Prajnaparamita-sutras.

e New concepts emerged, suggesting a
radical new interpretation of the nature
of the Buddha, a bold new way of un-
derstanding phenomenal reality, and
a new path (that of the bodhisattva) to
the goal.

e Within a few centuries, several impor-
tant Mahayana sects developed, each
with its own philosophical and soterio-
logical perspective.

e Many important Mahayana philosophers
helped to developed Mahayana’s mes-
sage.

e Mahayana philosophies were exported
from Indian throughout Asia.

Additional Material at Buddhism Online:
Self Test Questions
Class Discussion Questions
Essay Questions
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CHAPTER 7

Meditation

In This Chapter

This chapter discusses the various medita-
tional systems throughout the Buddhist tradi-
tion. It begins with those in early Buddhism,
and proceeds through the Mahayana tradition.
It also considers the Pure Land approach as
well as that of Tantric Buddhism. It also briefly
considers the Zen approach.

Main Topics Covered
e The Practice of Calm
e The Practice of Insight

e The Standard Structure of Mahayana
Meditation

e Visionary and Ecstatic Techniques
e Techniques of Spontaneity

Hinayana Introduction

The canonical collections of Buddhist scripture
contain large numbers of texts devoted to medi-
tation. It is clear that the Buddhists felt free to
borrow contemplative techniques from other
contemporary sects, and also that the early tra-
dition would vary received techniques to suit the
capacities of individual meditators. Thus the texts
recount how the Buddha himself gave such-and-
such a meditation to a particular monk, and an
entirely different one to another monk, yet lead-



ing them both infallibly to the goal of liberation.
Several of these techniques were enshrined in
texts of their own, while others were mentioned
only casually in the course of other discussions.
Two of these techniques, however, became cen-
tral to the entire contemplative path: the process
of withdrawal from sensory input in progressive
states of trance (jhana), as set forth, for example,
in the Samanfnaphala-sutta, and the process of
observation of senory input in progressive states
of mindfulness (sati), as in the Satipatthana-sutta.

The early and rather inchoate mass of materi-
al, often overlapping and occasionally contradic-
tory, was given a semblance of order in the vari-
ous Abhidharma schools and received its classical
Theravada formulation at the hands of Buddhag-
hosa in the fifth century C. E., in his compendi-
ous Visuddhimagga. By now the two opposite
processes of sensory withdrawal and sensory ob-
servation had been coordinated as parts of a co-
herent whole, a standard structure of meditation
that would persist in the Mahayana, and would
be used in both the Chinese and Tibetan acad-
emies. Here the process of withdrawal, and the
ascent to ever higher levels of abstract trance,
was called calming (samatha), and was consid-
ered to be mental training prerequisite to the
mindful observation of events. The mindful ob-
servation of events was called insight (vipassana),
leading recursively to the trances that finally freed
the meditator from the ongoing world-process.

The Practice of Calm

Buddhaghosa lists forty objects of contemplation
that may be used in the process of calming the
mind. These seem to fall into two classes: those
that are involved directly in the induction of trance,
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and those that function to eliminate distractions
and impediments in the contemplative process.

The Ancillary Techniques

Meditators may generally be classed into three
personality types, according to the predominance
in them of lust, hatred, or delusion. These three
defilements, when turned to the practice of re-
ligion, produce personalities based respectively
on faith, intellectuality, or enthusiasm. It is the
function of a meditation master to observe the
way his disciple walks, stands, eats, and wears
his robe, to determine from these clues his ba-
sic personality type, and prescribe for him those
ancillary meditations that will either counter-
act his particular defilement or encourage the
exercise of the corresponding religious virtue.

THE TEN UGLINESSES AND MINDFULNESS OF THE Boby. To
counteract the defilement of lust, the master may
prescribe a meditation on ugliness, here referring
specifically to the ten stages of decomposition
of a corpse, that the meditator may realize the
loathesomeness of the body. He meditates upon
the swollen purple rotting corpse, and he thinks:
“This body of mine is the same as that one. It
will become like that one, and it will not escape.”

Again, the monk may perform mindfulness
of the body with himself as the object, look-
ing upon himself as a bag covered with skin and
filled with all sorts of filth: “In this body there
is hair, body-hair, nails, teeth, skin, flesh, sin-
ews, bones, marrow, kidneys, heart, liver, mem-
branes, spleen, lungs, stomach, bowels, intes-
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tines, feces, bile, phlegm, pus, blood, sweat, fat,
tears, grease, saliva, mucus, fluids, and urine.”

Neither of these meditations is designed to
lead to the sensory withdrawal of the trance state;
rather they function to eliminate the defilement of
lust, so that the distractions of lust do not intrude
upon the meditator when he turns to the inculca-
tion of the trance. As such, they may be prescribed
as preliminary to the trance meditations, or as spe-
cific antidotes to lustful distractions as they occur.

THE Four IMMEASURABLE CONTEMPLATIONS. TO counteract
the defilement of hatred, the master may pre-
scribe the immeasurable contemplations, also
called the abodes of Brahma, since they are held
to lead to rebirth in the high heaven of the god.
Here the meditator concentrates in turn upon
love, compassion, sympathetic joy, and equa-
nimity, diffusing these emotions throughout the
four directions and toward all sentient beings.

Love is a feeling of friendship and brother-
hood with all beings. But this emotion may easily
degenerate into lust, so it is followed by compas-
sion, an awareness of the pitiful state into which
these beings have fallen through ignorance. But
again this may lead to spiritual pride and a feeling
of superiority, so the meditator trains himself in
sympatheticjoy, that he may share the happiness of
others and rejoice in the merits they have accumu-
lated. And finally he achieves a state of equanimity
wherein he makes no distinction between friend or
enemy, but is even-minded toward all creatures.

Although, technically speaking, these con-
templations can lead into the trance states,
they are in fact never so used, for the emotions
aroused in them remain worldly qualities. They
are prescribed to forestall the distractions of ha-
tred in the course of meditation, or to counter-
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act hateful feelings that may tumble into con-
sciousness in the course of the trance itself.

MINDFULNESS OF BRreaTH. For a meditator who suf-
fers from the defilement of delusion—or enjoys
the problematic virtue of enthusiasm—the mas-
ter may prescribe a calming meditation called
mindfulness of the breath. The meditator schools
himself to be aware of the motion of his breath
as it moves in and out of his body, gradually
calming both his body and his mind with a one-
pointed concentration upon its soothing mo-
tion, thinking: “Calming my body | shall breathe
in . .. Calming my body | shall breathe out. . ..”

This meditation was something of a prob-
lem for the commentators on the early texts, for
it is part of a larger technique called the foun-
dation of mindfulness, which was held to be a
path to nirvana in and of itself. This technique
began with mindfulness of breath, and proceed-
ed to mindfulness of the body (as above), and
then to mindfulness of the feelings, mindful-
ness of the thoughts, and finally mindfulness of
events. It thus comprised both calm and insight,
which the commentators were striving to main-
tain as separate processes within the structure.

In actual practice, then, the foundation of
mindfulness has often been used alone as a
special path for contemplatives of an active and
imaginative disposition. But as incorporated into
the standard structure it is used as an ancillary
meditation for excitable individuals, as a pre-
liminary to the trance itself, or as an antidote to
the troubling delusions that may appear therein.

THE Six REMEmMBRANCES. A meditator whose lustful de-
filements have been transformed into the virtues
of faith may be helped in his meditation by the
practice of remembrance. Here he thinks repeat-
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edly upon the virtues of the Buddha, the Dhar-
ma, and the Sangha, upon the rewards of moral-
ity and charity, and upon the happy state of the
gods. Thus he increases his faith in the teach-
ings, and in turn this increase of faith-although
not directly leading to sensory withdrawal in the
trance-provides him with the necessary motiva-
tion and reinforcement for his trance meditations.

THE MINDFULNESS OF DEATH, THE REMEMBRANCE OF PEACE, THE
LOATHESOMENESS OF FooD, AND THE ANALYSIS OF THE FOUR
ELements. Again, there are ancillary meditations
that may be prescribed for one whose defilement
of hatred has been transformed into the reli-
gious virtue of intellectuality. He may practice the
mindfulness of death, wherein he analyzes intel-
lectually the inevitability of his own passing away,
or the remembrance of peace, wherein he reflects
upon the safety of nirvana amid the torments of
this world. In both cases, he uses his intellect—as
opposed to faith, as above—to motivate and rein-
force his trance meditations. Or such a meditator
may use similar intellectual means to counteract
the distractions that may occur in his trance. He
may contemplate the loathesomeness of food,
reflecting upon the disgusting way in which food
is prepared and ingested and eliminated, that
he may turn away from greed and yearning for
sensory pleasures; or he may perform the analy-
sis of the four elements, examining the fact that
his beloved body is nothing but an accidental
concatenation of earth and water, fire and air.

This catalogue of ancillary techniques was
a means for the commentators to deal with the
mass of different meditations given in the ca-
nonical texts. We have noted that they had oc-
casional difficulty in creating a workable scheme,
especially where their sources specifically stat-
ed that an ancillary discipline in fact led to lib-
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eration. But the commentators also show that
they possessed a keen insight into human na-
ture, and into the efficacy of auto-therapeutic
techniques. Their scheme of ancillary medita-
tions has continued in use to this day, and has
been successful in training a wide variety of
personalities to pursue the rigors of the trance.

The Trance Techniques

Buddhaghosa has thus far dealt with twenty-six
of his forty objects of contemplation (ten ugli-
nesses, four immeasurables, and six remem-
brances, as well as mindfulness of the body,
mindfulness of the breath, mindfulness of death,
remembrance of peace, loathesomeness of
food, and analysis of the four elements). The re-
maining fourteen objects of contemplation are
all involved directly with the induction of the
trances, proceeding to even higher levels of ab-
straction and withdrawal from sensory output.

The Ten Devices

According to the standard scheme, all these trance
states may be achieved through meditation upon
a device (kasina). Buddhaghosa lists ten of these:
earth, water, fire, air, blue, yellow, red, white,
light, and space. The earth device, for example,
is a circle of earth of even color and texture. The
water device may be a round vessel filled with rain
water. Or the blue device may be a piece of blue
cloth, or a blue painted disc, or a bunch of blue
flowers arranged as a round dense mass. This de-
vice is then the basis or support for the meditation.

THe BecINNING SicN. The meditator erects his device
in a quiet and secluded place, and seats himself
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in the cross-legged posture facing it, first re-
minding himself of the virtues of meditation and
the fact that, in spite of all difficulties, holy men
of the past have been able to achieve liberation
thereby. He then proceeds to stare at the de-
vice, and his mental perception of the object is
said to be the beginning sign. And he stares at it
some more. And then he stares at it some more.

THe EipeTiC SicN. As he sits there staring at the de-
vice, he begins to memorize its form, and wheth-
er his eyes are open or shut, he clearly sees the
object before him, with all its details, exactly as
it appears. This memorized and totally accurate
picture of the object is called the eidetic sign,
and with this eidetic sign as his object he enters
into beginning meditation. The meditator should
immediately rise from his seat and leave the de-
vice, going into his dwelling and concentrating
upon his eidetic sign rather than upon the be-
ginning sign (his perception of the object itself).
And should he be distracted from his concentra-
tion upon this memorized image (as he inevi-
tably is), or should the image simply fade away
(as it inevitably does), then he should arise once
more, return to the device, and again establish
the eidetic sign before returning to his dwelling.

THE REPRESENTATIONAL SIGN. Inthe courseofthisfrustrating
concentration upon the elusive eidetic image,five
hindrances tend to arise in the meditator’s mind:

1. Lust: images of desired objects appear
before him, distracting him from his con-
centration, or he remembers sensory plea-
sures of the past.

2. Hatred: he begins to think of people and
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things he dislikes, and images of past inju-
ries appear in his mind.

3. Sloth and torpor: he falls asleep (this is
quite common), or becomes weary and de-
pressed at the mental effort he is making.

4. Remorse and distraction: he becomes
extremely sensitized to sensory input and
is easily distracted, and becomes so frus-
trated that he is ready to abandon his at-
tempts.

5. Perplexity and doubt: he is confused at
his lack of success, and begins to doubt
whether meditation actually works.

But as he focuses upon the eidetic sign, these five
hindrances begin to fade. As he gets better and
better at concentration, he enters into the medi-
tation of approach for longer and longer periods
of time. And in this meditation of approach the
eidetic sign itself changes. It becomes the repre-
sentational sign, a shining and glowing shape that
appears before him, no longer a duplicate of the
actual device but rather an abstract visual repre-
sentation of its essence. Thus the earth device is
no longer a particular piece of earth, with perhaps
a twig here or a leaf there, but rather a shining disc
like the rising moon. The representational sign
of the water device appears like a mirror in the
sky. The blue device is not seen as made of flow-
ers and petals, but appears in its representational
sign like a pure, clear, blue gem. And whereas
the eidetic sign was fixed and unchanging, the
representational sign is infinitely malleable, and
may be contracted to a glowing dot or expanded
to fill the entire universe. The meditator is thus
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in a state of approach with the representational
sign as his object; the hindrances are suppressed,
and he is approaching a state of trance. And as
his meditation becomes more and more firm,
he enters into the meditation of attainment with
the representational sign as his object, and there
he abides, for he has “attained” the first trance.

THE Four TraNCEs. In the first trance, the five hin-
drances are totally absent, for they have been
replaced by the five factors of concentration:

1. Discursive thought: the meditator still
engages in linear thinking, and is able to
reflect upon his attainment of the trance.

2. Reasoning: he is aware of himself in his
situation, and can consider its antecedents
and consequences.

3. Enthusiasm: he enjoys the state of
trance, is delighted at its attainment after
all his struggles, and wishes to continue in
such a state.

4. Pleasure: his body and senses are suf-
fused with pleasant feelings.

5. One-pointedness: he is completely con-
centrated upon the object, and can no
longer be distracted.

In the second trace the meditator realizes that
discursive thought and reasoning are in them-
selves distracting, so he eliminates factors 1 and
2. He no longer thinks about his trance state,
but simply is in trance, with inner tranquillity
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and concentration of mind, with the enthusiasm
and pleasure that are born of his concentration.

Then the meditator realizes that his enthusi-
asm for this state is itself distracting, so he elimi-
nates factor 3. He abides in a state of trance wherein
there is nothing but pleasure and concentration,
and this third trance is said to be the highest state
of physical pleasure that can possibly be achieved.

Finally, the meditator realizes that plea-
sure is distracting, so he eliminates factor 4.
He transcends both pleasure and pain, and can
no longer be swayed by any worldly tempta-
tion. He abides in a state of pure and absolute
concentration upon the representational sign,
his mind pure and translucent, clear and unde-
filed, dextrous and supple, firm and unshakeable.

The Four Formless Realms

Aside from the ten devices, there are now four ob-
jects of contemplationremaininginBuddhaghosa’s
list of forty, and these carry the meditatorinto even
greater sensory withdrawal, into states further and
further removed from the realms of form. These
are the formless attainments, which render the
mind of the meditator ever more pure and supple.

1. The Realm of Infinite Space: Here the
meditator wearies of the material thing that is
the object of his meditation, and wishes to tran-
scend it. He sees that the fourth trance is full of
danger, for it takes a material thing as its ob-
ject. So he takes the representational sign and
extends it to the very ends of the universe; and
he eliminates the object itself, and concentrates
exclusively upon the infinite space that remains.

2. The Realm of Infinite Perception: Then
the meditator realizes that the trance of infinite
space is full of danger, for it is not peaceful, and
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may slip back into the realm of material things.
So he eliminates the infinite space that was the
object of his trance, and concentrates exclusively
upon the infinite perception that had pervaded it.

3.TheRealmofNothing-At-All: Thenthe med-
itator realizes that the trance of infinite perception
is full of danger, for it is not peaceful, and may slip
back into the realm of infinite space. So he elimi-
nates his own infinite perception, and concentrates
exclusively upon the nothing-at-all that remains.

4. The Realm of Neither Idea Nor Non-ldea:
Finally the meditator realizes that the trance
of nothing-at-all is full of danger, for it is not
peaceful. He thinks, “It is ideas that are a dis-
ease, an abscess, a dagger in the heart.” So
he eliminates the idea even of nothing-at-all,
and concentrates exclusively upon peace, and
abides in the realm of neither idea nor non-idea.

We may note that the meditator ascended the
four trances by eliminating one factor of concen-
tration at a time, until only pure one-pointed-
ness remained. Here the meditator has proceeded
from one formless realm to the next by pro-
gressively eliminating the object of each form-
less trance, gaining states of abstraction ever
further removed from the phenomenal world.

The Practice of Insight

Buddhaghosa’s Visuddhimagga is based on a
grand scheme of seven purities, of which the last
five refer specifically to insight meditation. These
seven purities are: purity of virtue, purity of mind,
purity of view, purity of overcoming doubt, purity of
knowledge and insight into right and wrong paths,
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purity of knowledge and insight into progress,
and purity of knowledge and insight themselves.

Purity of Virtue

This purity refers to the prior moral training of the
meditator, his gradual cutting off of impediments
thatbindhimtotheworld,andthedevelopmentofan
attitude of moral detachment from worldly things.

Purity of Mind

The second purity is the state of mental suppleness
and clarity, the purity of thought that is achieved
through the development of the trance states. Ex-
cept in special cases (the so-called dry arhants),
ohe cannot gain true insight into reality while beset
with the prejudices of desire. It is only through the
trances and formless attainments that the medita-
tor is able to gain the objectivity of desirelessness.
With this objectivity he is ready to turn his mind
to the practice of insight, and, no longer blinded
by involvement, to see things as they really are.

Purity of View

The meditator thus begins his training in insight
by examining objectively the thirty-two constitu-
ents of his own body, or his senses and their ob-
jects, or his five aggregates. And with his now pure
and supple mind he sees that there is no entity
apart from name-and-form, and he realizes that
there is neither | nor mine in this concatenation of
mind and matter. He sees that sensory experience
is as impermanent as the external objects that
cause it, and he is freed of all attachment to a self.

Purity of Overcoming Doubt

Then, like a doctor diagnosing the etiology of
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a disease, he turns his clear attention upon the
source of his mind and body. He realizes that
name-and- form come into being through a
cause. He sees that his body is caused by igno-
rance and craving and grasping, projected from
past into the present by the action of karma, and
when this physical body exists, made up of the
four elements, then mental events occur depen-
dent upon the contact of a sensory organ with
its corresponding object. Thus he realizes the
twelvefold chain of dependent origination, and
sees with insight that all things are imperma-
nent, and suffering, and not the self. And thus he
is cleansed of all his doubts about the past and
present and future.

Purity of Knowledge and Insight into Right and
Wrong Paths

The meditator examines objectively the appear-
anceanddisappearance of allthe thingsinthethree
realms of existence, and perceives their causal in-
ter-relatedness. Each event that passes before his
eyes heseesasimpermanent,and suffering,andnot
the self. He gains eighteen great insights, and per-
manently rejects any notion of finding permanence
or happiness or self among conditioned things.

But herein lies danger, for with his budding
insight he may be seized by the ten defilements
of insight, and give way to excitement and the
delusion of progress, thinking he has attained a
fruition he has not yet gained. If a meditator has
been properly trained by his master, however, he
will not fall prey to the seductions of pleasure and
magic power he gains here, and will be able to dis-
tinguish the right and wrong paths to liberation.

Purity of Knowledge and Insight into Progress
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Having freed himself from the dangers of
wrong paths, the meditator continues his sys-
tematic and progressive development of in-
sight. Gradually he gains nine knowledges,
leading to a culmination of his understanding:

1. Knowledge gained by reflection upon the
appearance and disappearance of conditioned
things: He completely internalizes his realization of
impermanence, and understands that the suffering
is not the self, thus seeing everything as it truly is.

2. Knowledge gained by reflection upon
the destruction of conditioned things: He sees
that every conditioned thing decays and disap-
pears, so he no longer craves for becoming.

3. Knowledge gained by becoming fearful of
conditioned things: He sees all things as fear-
ful and full of danger, a trap for the unwary, an
empty mirage in the desert to lead him astray.

4. Knowledge gained by reflection upon the
danger of conditioned things: He realizes that he
is without protection in the midst of things, and
turns toward nirvana as safety amid afflictions.

5. Knowledge gained by reflection upon re-
vulsion from conditioned things: He turns his back
upon this dangerous world, for he realizes that
safetyand happiness liein detachmentfrom things.

6. Knowledge gained by desire for libera-
tion from conditioned things: He no longer clings
to any form of worldly existence, and, like a
man caught in a trap, seeks only to free himself.

7. Knowledge gained by reflection upon the
analysis of conditioned things: With nothing but
desire for freedom, he sees all things as calam-
ity and destruction, and analyzes the true na-
ture of things in order to escape from them.

8. Knowledge gained by indifference to condi-
tioned things: As he thus analyzes, he realizes that
he need neither fear nor desire any thing, for there

192 The Practice of Insight Contents | Chapter 7: Tstart | lend



is no | or mine anywhere, so he takes no thing as
an object of his thought, but turns only to nirvana.

9. Knowledge gained by following the Way:
With the culmination of his insight into things,
he sets forth to tread the path to nirvana.

Purity of Knowledge and Insight Themselves

Here the meditator gains knowledge of the four
Noble Paths (of the stream-winner, once-re-
turner, nonreturner, and arhant). He uses his
insight to achieve two further contemplative at-
tainments that bring him to the brink of nirvana
itself: the attainment of his fruition and the at-
tainment of the cessation of thought and feeling.

THe ATTAINMENT OF Fruition. In this trance state, the
meditator takes no thing as the object of his con-
templation. He ceases to think upon any thing,
and adverts only to nirvana. This is known as
freedom of the mind, for it has no “signs” at all. It
is completely transcendent and divorced from the
phenomenal. Thus the meditator goes through
the series of knowledges gained in his insight
meditation. As these knowledges arise in him, he
realizes his rebirth as a holy person, with his mind
totally fixed on nirvana, and he emerges having
gained the fruition of the appropriate Noble Path.

THe ATTAINMENT OF CEessATION. In this trance state, the
meditator takes the final leap from the world,
thinking, “Let me be without thought, and dwell in
bliss; here and now let me gain the cessation that
is nirvana.” This is the ultimately transcendent
experience, and is called nirvana in this very life.

Thus the meditator ascends through all the
formless realms, and emerges from each one
to realize with his insight that all things there-
in were impermanent, and suffering, and not
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the self, and he enters the trance of neither idea
nor non-idea, and when one or two moments of
thought have passed, he becomes totally without
either thought or feeling, and he gains cessation.

This personally experienced nirvana is the
final extinction of all defilements. All drunken-
ness with existence is destroyed, and when the
arhant dies, he will further gain the final extinc-
tion of the aggregates, and never be born again.

The extinction of defilement is called nir-
vana with remainder, for the arhant still has a
portion of his life remaining to be lived. At the
moment of his death he gains nirvana without
remainder, for with the dissolution of his body
and the cessation of his last thought he total-
ly transcends the phenomenal. His aggregates
are extinct, and he passes into final nirvana.

Mahayana Introduction

The Mahayana was a complex religious and social
phenomenon.ltwasareligiousrevitalization move-
ment and a reworking of metaphysics, a revival
of archaic contemplative modes and a reordering
of religious priorities. The very mood of medita-
tion changed from peace and tranquillity to action
and concern, from transcendence to immanence.

We find thus a complex array of meditative
techniques generated within the movement, but
these tend to fall into three major types: 1. The
standard meditative structure inherited from the
earlier attempts at systematizing the canonical
materials, yet with the twofold process of calm and
insight infused with a universalist fervor, making
it the vehicle of the new metaphysics and the basis
for moral action in the world; 2. The resurgence
of older visionary and ecstatic techniques aimed
at the construction of alternative realities and the
gaining of magic power to control the world of
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experience; and 3. The development of new tech-
niques of spontaneity to achieve a direct experi-
ence of freedom amid the events of public reality.

The Standard Structure of Mahayana Meditation

There are many Mahayana texts dealing with the
inherited contemplative structure, and setting
forth the ordered sequence of meditative practice,
composed not only in India but also in the acad-
emies of China and Tibet. Although the structure
remains basically the same (whether in the Chinese
Mohe Zhiguan of Zhiyi or the Tibetan Lam-rim
chen-mo of Tsong-kha- pa), there is consider-
able difference in the working out of details. Here
we shall follow the path as it is given by the Indi-
an scholar Kamalasila in his Bhavanakrama, a text
that has been used in Tibet since the ninth centu-
ry as the model for all handbooks on meditation.

Meditation

Meditation is the ultimate source of wis-
dom, and is thus central to the entire bodhi-
sattva path. The meditator is prepared by his
study, so that his meditation will not be er-
roneous: the fruit of his true meditation will
be a clear’ and manifest knowledge of reality.

THE PrAcTICE OF CALM. First the meditator must calm
his mind, for he cannot know things as they re-
ally are with a mind unconcentrated. To this
end he takes a contemplative object and fo-
cuses upon it one-pointedly, ascending through
the four trances and the four formless realms.

The process of calming here is exactly the
same as that presented earlier in this chapter.
It is true that it is the ontology of the contem-
plative system that underlies its promise of uni-
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versal salvation, that it is the wisdom of insight
that feeds back into action in the world. But the
system still takes as its basis the twofold pro-
cess of calm as well as insight, for insight arises
only in a meditator who has attained the objec-
tivity of detachment, and this objectivity occurs
only in a state of calm. This recursive relation-
ship is called the union of calm and insight.

THE PrAcTICE OF INSIGHT. Kamalasila quotes the follow-
ing verse from the Lankavatara-satra as the basic
outline for his process of insight: “He ascends to
mind alone, and does not think that external ob-
jects really exist. But with reality before him, he
transcends mind alone. He transcends non-ap-
pearance,and heabidesinnon-appearance, seeing
the Mahayana. And in this effortless state, tranquil,
made pure by his vows, where nothing appears,
there he sees not-self, the highest knowledge.”

The meditator first examines external events:
are they really something external to their per-
ception? Or could they be simply the perception
itself, as in a dream? He logically analyzes the con-
cept of external things, and discovers that such a
concept leads inevitably to ineluctable anomalies.
Thus he realizes that there is no such thing as
an external object. Every event is a mental event.

The meditator then considers that in the ab-
sence of an object there can be no such thing
as a subject, and he realizes that reality must
be nondual, with neither subject nor object.
Thus, having transcended the notion of an ob-
ject, he similarly transcends the notion of a sub-
ject, and abides in the knowledge of nonduality.

The meditator considers that no event can be
caused by itself, nor can it be caused by some-
thing other than itself, and he realizes that both
subject and object are falsehoods. But if they do
not exist, then the knowledge of their nondu-
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ality cannot exist either. He transcends the no-
tion that there is such a thing as the knowledge
of nonduality, and he abides in the knowledge
wherein there is no knowledge of non duality.

The meditator thus abides in the realization
that events neither exist nor nonexist. He en-
ters into the highest reality, a state of meditation
wherein he imposes no constructs at all upon ex-
perience: he sees all events with the eye of wisdom,
and he knows that they have no essence at all.

Thus his calm firmly fixes his mind upon the
object, and his insight sees, it as it really is. Then
the light of knowledge dawns to illuminate the
darkness, for the union of calm and insight brings
about true understanding, just as his eye sees with
the aid of light. This state of meditation is effort-
less because there is nothing for him to see beyond
it, and it is tranquil because he has calmed all the
busy work of his mind, which imposed upon real-
ity the constructs of existence and nonexistence.

The Return to the World

When the meditator wishes to arise from his con-
templative state, he should not yet uncross his
legs, but he should think: “All these events have no
essence from the absolute point of view, yet they
still exist in conventional reality.” So he awakens
his great compassion, and pities the sufferings of
those who think that things are real, and thus ex-
perience all the sorrows of their delusion. He him-
self sees reality, and sets forth in great compas-
sion to share his vision with all sentient beings.

Here his means have been made perfect by
his wisdom, and all his action in the world is mo-
tivated solely by compassion, springing from his
hope for the welfare and happiness of others. He
realizes the emptiness of things, but he lives amid
them for the sake of his suffering children. This is
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the ultimate religious practice, the union of means
and wisdom. He seeks for nothing less than per-
fect Buddhahood for the sake of all beings, all
the while knowing that there is no such thing
as Buddhahood, and no such thing as a being.

The Stages on the Path

As the bodhisattva thus strives, his wisdom
and his means growing gradually more per-
fect, he ascends through five paths to Buddha-
hood, and treads the ten stages of a bodhisattva.

THE PATH oF AccumuLaTioN. From the moment of his
first thought to enlightenment, the bodhisattva
strives to accumulate a stock of merit and knowl-
edge, acting in the world for the sake of others,
and gaining enough skill in meditation that the
light of knowledge begins to shine within him.

THE PaTH oF PreparaTION. Here the bodhisattva prac-
tices, with firm conviction that events have no
essence at all. And as conviction turns into re-
alization, he passes through four modes of pen-
etration into reality: 1. As the light of knowledge
begins to shine, he attains to warmth, or the
meditation of the kindling light. 2. As the light
of knowledge shines more brightly, he attains to
climax, or the meditation of the spreading light.
3. When the light of knowledge shines so bright-
ly that external objects no longer appear and he
realizes that nothing exists save mind alone, he
gains acceptance, or the meditation of unity. 4.
When he reaches the knowledge of nonduality,
free of both subject and object, he gains the high-
est event in the world, the meditation of imme-
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diate succession, for he immediately passes into
the path of vision and the first bodhisattva stage.

THe PatH ofF Vision. Immediately after the high-
est event in the world there dawns in him a
manifest and transcendent knowledge, and
he sees directly the essencelessness of all
events. As he ascends to this path of vision, he
gains the first of the ten bodhisattva stages

THE PatH ofF Devetopment. As the meditator gradu-
ally develops the vision he has attained, he pass-
es through the remaining nine bodhisattva stag-
es, gaining ever greater knowledge and power.

THe PatH BevonD LearNING. And finally the medita-
tor enters into the diamond-like meditation, and
he emerges therefrom as a Buddha. He gains
the knowledge that knows everything that can
be known, unattached, unhindered, and om-
niscient. He fulfills all the proper aims of him-
self and others, and casts aside all the causes
of suffering. With a host of magically created
bodies he serves the aims of all suffering crea-
tures for as long as the world shall last. He has
reached supreme and perfect enlightenment.

Visionary and Ecstatic Techniques

The enlightenment of the Buddha was a visionary
experience, with roots reaching back to the most
ancient Vedic literature. There the vision and the
word of the Vedic seer opened up the shining realm
of the gods to his poetic—and therefore magi-
cal—control. Inspired by the drinking of soma, the
priest homologized the cosmos to the sacred pat-
terns of the sacrifice, and in his ecstasy coerced the
gods and the universe itself. There is considerable
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evidence that soma was in fact the psychotropic
mushroom Amanita muscaria. Even after the se-
cret of soma was lost, there remained a tradition
of visionary techniques to produce the same glit-
tering vision and the same magical power over the
world thus seen. These techniques centered upon
the process of visualization, wherein the medi-
tator actually produced an alternative reality for
himself: a reality as real (and as unreal) as the one
we know, and a reality he could share with others.

The Pure Land Tradition

Pure Land texts are often viewed as the products of
a Buddhist devotionalism, but they fall also under
the category of visionary exercises. This is seen
quite clearly, for example, in the Amitayurdhyana-
sttra. Here is introduced not only the magical
mantra whose recitation guarantees rebirth in the
Western Land of Happiness, but also a series of
meditations wherein the meditator in fact creates
this paradise for himself. The vision is the magi-
cal evocation of the land and of the meditator’s
own rebirth therein; the word is Namo Amita Bud-
dha, recited to this day by millions of the faithful.

THe Vision. Thus the meditator sits down facing
West, and first visualizes the setting sun, until he
can see it with his eyes either open or closed. He
gazes upon the water, and visualizes the water
becoming ice, and the ice becoming crystal, and
upon this crystal ground a tower of shining light.
He visualizes the land as filled with gold and shin-
ing gems, every item so clear that it is ever before
his eyes. He visualizes jeweled trees with glitter-
ing leaves and flowers, wherein are the mansions
of the children of the gods. He visualizes crystal
streams and lakes filled with lotus flowers, flow-
ing over beds of gold and diamond sand. And he
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visualizes the entire Pure Land to be filled with
five hundred million jeweled pavilions filled with
gods playing heavenly music in praise of the Law.

Then he visualizes the lotus flower with
eighty-four thousand petals whereon sits the
Buddha of Everlasting Life. He visualizes the form
of the Buddha seated upon his lotus throne, and
he sees him surrounded by the waters and the
trees, as clearly as he sees the palm of his hand.
He visualizes every sign of greatness upon the
body of the Buddha, shining with dazzling light.
He visualizes the beautiful and glittering form of
the bodhisattva Avalokitesvara, with his crown
and halo and garlands of shining flowers, and the
bodhisattva Mahasthamaprapta, shining with the
light of wisdom and surrounded by multitudes of
his retinue. Every single item must appear clear-
ly before the meditator, so bright and detailed
that it seems manifestly present to his vision.

And finally he visualizes himself being born
in the Western Land of Happiness, seated with-
in a lotus. The lotus had enclosed him, but
now it opens up its petals. Rays of light shine
upon his body as he opens his eyes and sees
the Buddhas and bodhisattvas filling the sky!

THE WorD. The second element in the meditation
is the recitation of the word, the constant rep-
etition of Namo Amita Buddha. At every recita-
tion the meditator becomes exempt from the sins
that lead to rebirth for eighty million eons. Who-

ever recites this mantra is a white lotus among
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men. When he dies he will be reborn in the Pure
Land, and surely he will gain enlightenment.

The Tantra Tradition

The same visionary and ecstatic techniques
are the basis of the complex contemplations of
the Tantras. Here the meditator creates a world
wherein he himself is the central Buddha, abid-
ing within a divine mansion of knowledge called
a mandala. Within this new contemplative real-
ity he magically manipulates the powerful sex-
ual symbols of his own transformation, and
coerces the attainment of Buddhahood itself.

THe Process oF GENeraTION. Here the meditator first
purifies himself of all past sins and erects about
the place of contemplation a protective circle that
delineates his new divine reality. He dissolves
the world of experience into emptiness, and by
the process of generation he emerges from the
realm of emptiness in the body of the Buddha.

1. From the realm of emptiness, he appears
upon the central throne of the mandala in the
symbolic form of the god, his many hands hold-
ing the weapons of power, and in sexual union
with his consort. Into this causal deity enter all
the Buddhas of the universe. They descend his
central channel and emerge into the womb of the
consort, whereupon they both melt into Great
Bliss. This ball of Bliss is awakened by the song
of the gods, and immediately becomes the re-
sultant deity. The Buddhas radiate forth from the
womb of the consort to take their places as his
retinue in the divine mansion of the mandala.

2. The meditator then empowers the
senses of his new divine body by placing all
the deities of the mandala upon it, until his
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body becomes itself the abode of all the Bud-
dhas, and his very senses are rendered divine.

3. The divine Buddha descends upon him
from the realm of reality itself and he be-
comes inseparably united with Buddhahood,
taking on the knowledge form of the god.

4. Hevisualizes that heis then initiated into his
divine state by goddesses holding flasks filled with
the nectar of the five knowledges, which fills his
entire body. Upon the top of his head there appears
the mantra OM, upon his throat AH, and upon his
heart HUM, and these mantras make his body, his
speech, and his mindintoanunshakeable diamond.

These four steps comprise the process by
which he generates himself as the divine Bud-
dha in actuality. Then, initiated as the god, he re-
ceives the offerings of a god, visualizing heavenly
maidens descending and presenting him with all
the worship due a Buddha. And finally he speaks
with the divine speech, reciting the mantra of the
deity, visualizing its syllables circling through
his central channel into the womb of his con-
sort, and upward from mouth to mouth, that he
may accomplish the four divine functions: paci-
fying, increasing, subjugating, and destroying.

THE Process oF PerrecTioN. In this visionary body he
controls the power and enlightenment of the Bud-
dha, and in the process of perfection he plunges
himself into the divine understanding of empti-
ness. He dissolves his body into the Clear Light
of emptiness. His mantra body disappears, and
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he emerges from his final contemplation pos-
sessed of the knowledge body of Buddhahood.

Techniques of Spontaneity

Both the standard structure of meditation and the
visionary techniques require great discipline and
long training, and in the monastic universities of
India they tended to ossify into intellectual ru-
brics divorced from both experience and action.
The final flowering of the Indian Buddhist con-
templative genius took place outside the acade-
mies, among the crazy long-haired wanderers of
the Gupta dynasty and after. Here the search was
for a technique that aimed directly at the problem
of enlightenment in the world, a way to achieve a
liberated mode of action amid the events of public
reality, and the techniques are thus basically psy-
chological in orientation. The aim was to achieve
spontaneity and freedom, a genuineness of re-
sponse rather than a controlled apprehension.

The Mahamudra Tradition

This search for spontaneity seems to have been
closely associated in many ways with the Tant-
ric tradition, and the term Great Symbol was used
as a general term for an entire complex of con-
templative techniques. Here the meditator con-
centrated not upon an external object but rath-
er upon his own thoughts, the very source of
his delusion. He watches his thoughts flash by,
and he seeks neither to control them nor to fall
under their spell. Gradually he learns to let his
mind remain in its natural flow. He casts aside
all labels, and abandons even the act of at-
tention. His mind is left in its genuine state.

The meditator gains this freedom from his own
mind by a number of different practices. He may
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cut off every thought that occurs, preventing every
mental event from coming into manifestation. He
may leave his thoughts to do whatever they want,
but letting himself no longer be moved by them.
Then he alternates these two practices, first cut-
ting off each thought that occurs, then leaving ev-
ery thought unformed. And finally he realizes that
all his practices have themselves been thoughts,
and he abandons even his mindfulness, keeping
his mind free of all effort and letting it flow nat-
urally and spontaneously in the stream of calm.

Thus he learns to recognize every mental event
in its true nature, which is emptiness; by recogniz-
ing every thought he is spontaneously freed from
every thought. He realizes that every event he ex-
periencesisinnate and spontaneous, andthatevery
event—being emptiness—is itself enlightenment.
He no longer meditates, he no longer thinks, butin
his natural and spontaneous flow he lives with his
whole being in the magic show we call the world.

The Zen Tradition

The same search for the natural and the spon-
taneous characterizes the Zen tradition as well.
The early masters seem to have taught techniques
very similar to those of the Great Symbol, but,
even more important for their tradition as it de-
veloped in China, these masters acted out their
spontaneity within the world. Tales of the strange
and wonderful actions of the masters became
first examples of genuineness to be emulated and
then subjects of contemplation in themselves,
for they were held to contain the key to truth.

The Zen tradition thus flows in two main
streams, which we may label by their more fa-
miliar Japanese names. In the Sotdo tradition,
the meditator practices just sitting, while in
the Rinzai tradition he contemplates upon a
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koan, a riddle setting forth the inexplicable and
genuinely spontaneous deeds of the masters.

Here we find the search for spontaneity car-
ried to its most extreme form. The master shouts
at the meditator, beats him, and makes demands
upon him that seem cruel and paradoxical. The
aim is to break down, as directly as possible,
the structures the meditator has erected upon
his experience, to eliminate the constructs of
existence and nonexistence that separate him
from his true nature. The master woos and ca-
joles his students from their established re-
sponses, until in despair—in Zen sickness—the
meditator suddenly abandons even his mindful-
ness. He suddenly understands the point, often
in a great burst of laughter, and he sees reality.

Conclusion

There is one further point to be made concern-
ing Buddhist contemplative traditions. If we take
the process of sensory withdrawal in trance as
the structural equivalent of alternative-reality
creation, and the process of sensory observa-
tion as the structural equivalent of the techniques
of spontaneity, we find that Buddhist cultures
have almost always tended to erect a tripartite
structure of contemplative techniques. Process-
es for the creation of private realities stand op-
posed to processes of enlightened participation
in the given public reality, and this opposition
is mediated in all cases by the standard medi-
tative structure. There is every reason to be-
lieve that this tripartite structure in fact defines
specifically Buddhist approaches to meditation.
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Key Points You Need to Know

Major texts for understanding the medi-
tative tradition of early Buddhism are
the Satipatthana-sutta of the Pali Canon
and Buddhaghosa’s Visuddhimagga.

Buddhaghosa lists forty meditational
topics in two classes: those that elimi-
nate distractions and impediments to
the contemplative process and those
that directly induce the trance states.

The major Mahayana meditation texts
are the Bhavanakrama of Kamalasila in
India and the Mohe Zhiguan of Zhiyi in
China. In Tibet, the most standard text
is the Lam-rim chen-mo of Tsong-kha-
pa.

Although Mahayana emphasizes the
practice and calm and insight, as in
early Buddhism, it also utilizes visionary
and ecstatic techniques as well.

The Tantric Buddhist tradition adapts
the visionary and ecstatic techniques of
Mahayana by use of various symbols,
such as mandalas and mantras, and by
employing techniques of spontaneity
through the use of a tradition known as
Mahamudra.

Zen carries the search for spontaneity to
its most extreme form.

Additional Material at Buddhism Online:

Self Test Questions

Class Discussion Questions

Essay Questions

Contents | Chapter 7: Tstart | lend


http://jbeonlinebooks.org/buddhism-online.html
http://jbeonlinebooks.org/buddhism-online.html
http://jbeonlinebooks.org/buddhism-online.html

Further Reading

Maguire, Jack. Waking Up: A Week Inside a
Zen Monastery. Woodstock, Vt.: Skylight
Paths Publishing, 2000.

Powers, John. Introduction to Tibetan
Buddhism. Ithaca, N.Y.: Snow Lion
Publications, 1995; pp. 70-85, 219-282.

Stlananda, Venerable U. The Four Foundations
of Mindfulness. Boston: Wisdom
Publications, 2002.

Suzuki, Shunryu. Zen Mind, Beginner’s Mind.
Reprint. Tokyo: John Weatherhill, 1973.

Swearer, Donald K. (ed.). Secrets of the Lotus.
New York: Macmillan, 1971.

Vajiranana, Mahathera. Buddhist Meditation
in Theory and Practice. Colombo: M.D.
Gunasena & Co., 1962.

208 Additional Material Contents | Chapter 7: Tstart | lend




PART THREE: BUDDHISM BEYOND INDIA

CHAPTER 8

Buddhism in
Southeast Asia

In This Chapter

Southeast Asian Buddhism is the product

of a highly complex system of intertwining
historical, geographic, political and cultural
circumstances. This chapter begins with an
overview of the common features of Bud-
dhism in Southeast Asia before moving on to
look individually at four countries in the re-
gion where Buddhism has flourished, namely
Sri Lanka, Burma, Thailand, and Vietnam.

Main Topics Covered

Theravada Buddhism
General Characteristics of Buddhism in

the Region
Sri Lanka

Burma
Thailand
Vietnam

Theravada Buddhism

The form of Buddhism that predominates in the
region, particularly in Sri Lanka, Burma, Thailand,
Laos and Cambodia is Theravada (“the teaching
of the elders”). Deriving historically from the St-
havira group of schools that emerged in the third



century C.E. in Sri Lanka, Theravada is the only
one of the early Buddhist schools of the Hinayana
or “Small Vehicle” to have survived down to mod-
ern times. The school itself claims its origins go
back to the ancient body of the Elders (Sthaviras)
before the separation from the Mahasamghikas,
but there is no historical evidence to support this.
There are close similarities, however, between the
Theravada and the ancient Vibhajyavadins who
were declared by Asoka to be the orthodox party
at the Second Council of Pataliputra (see Chap-
ter 5). Theravada Buddhism is characterized by
fidelity to the texts of the Pali Canon, the first
complete set of Buddhist scriptures preserved in-
tact in a single canonical language. Its attitude to
doctrine and its outlook on social issues is gen-
erally conservative, although in modern times
monks have come forward to challenge tradi-
tional attitudes to politics and on social issues.

General Characteristics of Buddhism in the Re-
gion

According to tradition, Theravada Buddhism
spread initially as the result of missionary activ-
ity after being brought to Sri Lanka by Mahinda,
the son of ASoka. From Sri Lanka monks carried
the teachings of the Buddha to Burma, Thailand,
Laos, and Cambodia, where, compounded with
the previous religious practices of the people of
those countries, it has produced the now existing
local variations of Theravada Buddhism. Despite
these variations, and the fact that the early his-
tory of the religion in Southeast Asia is even more
piecemeal than the foregoing suggests, there are
some common features. For example, among the
factors that facilitated the spread of Buddhism in
the area is the fact that it was adopted by the rul-
ers of the region. These modeled their notion of
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the Buddhist king or ideal ruler (cakravartin) on
the Indian emperor Asoka, who did much to pro-
mote the spread of Buddhism. The close associa-
tion between sangha and state in Southeast Asia
meant that the kings of this region took upon
themselves the duty of overseeing the sangha of
their country to ensure that it conformed to the
norms laid down in the Vinaya. This interest of the
king in the orthodoxy and orthopraxy of his na-
tional sangha is due to the particular link between
sangha and kingship that developed in this region
as well as in other Theravadin countries. On the
one hand, the sangha justified the authority of the
king, legitimizing the symbols on which his power
rested. This was done in several ways, most no-
ticeably through the compilation of historic liter-
ary works. On the other hand, the king, who since
the lifetime of the Buddha had been the principal
sponsor of the sangha, not only acquired great
merit, but by giving his favor to one or other mo-
nastic group (nikaya) made sure that none of them
became so powerful as to threaten his control.

With the arrival of the colonial powers, the
nature of the relationship between political and
religious power in the region altered (most nota-
bly in Burma) and resulted in the birth of a mod-
ern sangha, a greater involvement of the laity in
religious matters and a strong correlation of reli-
gious and national identity. The modern central-
ized sangha is largely a result of the development
of the modern nation-state and the consequential
centralization of political power. The greater in-
volvement of the laity in all religious matters is
due to the fact that the sangha had lost in the king
its major sponsor and because with the advent
of printed texts and increased literacy the teach-
ings of Buddhism had become more accessible.

The involvement of the laity in religious affairs
has been mirrored by the social work the monks
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of this region have been involved in in more recent
times. During the last decades of the twentieth
century various temples have pioneered develop-
ment programs geared primarily to the needs of
the rural poor. These activities have been at the
centre of much public debate, raising again the
issue of what is appropriate behavior for a monk.
The greater interest of the laity in Buddhism has
generated a sense of national identity, especially
in those countries that came to be under the rule
of colonial powers. In Burma, for example, the
sangha used to be very much under the control
of the king. There, a large administrative body
ruled over the sangha headed by a supreme pa-
triarch (sangharaja) appointed by each king in
turn. When the British annexed Burma this system
collapsed and as a consequence new groups and
movements originated within the Burmese sangha
and communities of lay supporters, which in turn
became closely linked to the independence move-
ments. Thailand also saw in the nineteenth centu-
ry the revival of Buddhism in association with the
introduction of social and political reforms. This
country, however, had not been colonized. In this
case it was the ruling Buddhist dynasty, that of the
Chakri kings, that sponsored the revival and the
social reforms. The Thai kings had almost divine
status, but faced with the modernization move-
ment that threatened to make their existence ob-
solete, decided to use their traditional role to lead
the movement through social reform. The more
independent modern Southeast Asian sangha has
also become more openly involved in all sorts of
social and political matters. This remains true
throughout the region, despite the fact that in
more recent times in Laos and Cambodia the po-
litical events of the 1970s have severely curtailed
the activities of Buddhist monks. In Burma, the
monks have alternatively given and denied their
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support to the various post-war governments.

In addition to the foregoing, three further
characteristics of Buddhism in Southeast Asia can
be noted. The first is the absence of fully or-
dained nuns, which is due to the fact that their
ordination tradition died out in the early centu-
ries C.E. Provisions exist, however, for women to
ordain to a level which is intermediate between
the Five Precepts (pafica-$ila) for a lay Buddhist,
and the ten undertaken by the novice (Sramaner).
These women, who wear robes, are known in
Thailand as sikkhamat or mae chii, in Sri Lan-
ka as dasa silmata, and in Burma as thilashin.

Second is the practice of temporary or-
dination, a rite of passage into manhood prac-
ticed exclusively in the Theravadin countries
of Southeast Asia. This requires that all men at
some point in their life, before their marriage,
take ordination and spend some time in a mon-
astery. This custom was not practiced during
the lifetime of the Buddha and it is not known
when it was introduced in Southeast Asia.

The last feature to be mentioned is the co-
existence of Buddhist doctrines with local beliefs
and practices. One rarely encounters Buddhism
in a “pure” form in Southeast Asia, and it usually
co-exists alongside a range of village customs
and local traditions. As it spread, Buddhism did
not attempt to persecute those of other faiths or
stamp out indigenous beliefs, and instead sought
an accommodation with them whereby each had
its own sphere of responsibility. The resulting
division of labor is a fascinating blend of what
scholars have termed the “Great Tradition” and
the “Little Tradition.” The Great Tradition is em-
bodied in Buddhist doctrine and philosophy and is
concerned with ultimate questions of human des-
tiny. The Little Tradition, by contrast, centers on
mundane matters to do with the practical affairs
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of everyday life revolving around health, wealth,
marriage, children and family life, agriculture and
animal husbandry, and averting misfortune. This
lower tier of belief is often animistic in character
and involves the maintenance of good relations
with the spirit world and the various local deities
who can bring good or bad fortune. The Nats of
Burma (from Sanskrit natha or “lord”) are one ex-
ample of a local cult of spirits, but every country
and region has its own. A number of anthropolog-
ical studies have explored the symbiotic relation
between the Great and Little Traditions in South-
east Asia, some of which are mentioned in the
Further Reading for this chapter. From this survey
of general characteristics we now turn to the spe-
cific features of Buddhism in particular countries.

Sri Lanka

Sri Lanka is the name of the modern state estab-
lished on the island of Ceylon which lies off the
southern tip of India. In Pali sources the island is
known as Tambapanni-dipa (“copper leaf island”).
This was the first region outside of India to be
converted to Buddhism. Buddhism was brought
to the island around 240 B.C.E. by the monk Ma-
hinda, son of emperor ASoka. A monastery known
as the Mahavihara was built near the capital
Anuradhapura, and from there Buddhism spread
throughout the island. Anuradhapura, located in
the northern part of the country, had been the
capital from around the fourth century B.C.E., and
as well as being the site of the Mahavihara was
also the location of other important monasteries
such as the Abhayagiri and the Jetavanarama. It
was in Anuradhapura that a cutting from the orig-
inal Bodhi Tree brought to the island by Mahin-
da’s sister, the nun Sanghamitta, was planted and
grew to become what is now popularly believed to
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be the oldest tree in the world. Sanghamitta also
instituted an order of nuns on the island. In the
tenth century C.E., because of repeated attacks
from India, the capital was moved to Polunnaruwa,
although ordinations were still being carried out
at Anuradhapura in the thirteenth and fourteenth
centuries. The city was finally abandoned as a
monastic site after its destruction by the Portu-
guese, and although it probably remained a pil-
grimage centre for some time it was not reclaimed
from the jungle until the nineteenth century.

The early political history of Sri Lanka was
turbulent, and punctuated by frequent inva-
sions by the Damilas (Tamils) from India. Out of
fear that the Buddha’s teachings might be lost
the Pali Canon was committed to writing during
the reign of king Vattagamani Abhaya (r.29-17
B.C.E.). Around the same time, the king founded
the Abhayagiri monastery, which became a rival
to the Mahavihara. Abhayagiri, also known as
the Uttaravihara, was a major monastic complex
which did not become important until a century
or two after its foundation. Originally it consisted
of a monastery and a stlipa, but the latter alone is
now standing. According to tradition, on one oc-
casion when the king was fleeing from the Tam-
ils, he came upon the Nigantha Giri, a Jain ascetic
who made insulting remarks about him. The king
vowed that if he were returned to the throne he
would build a Buddhist monastery on the spot. He
fulfilled his vow, and the name of the monastery
was a combination of his own name and that of the
Nigantha (Abhaya+Giri). Unlike the Mahavihara,
or “Great Monastery,” erected earlier during the
reign of king Devanampiya Tissa (247-207 B.C.E.)
and given to the sangha, the Abhayagiri was giv-
en to an individual monk. As a result, according
to much later sources (on which too much reli-
ance should not be placed) a conflict developed
between the monks of the Mahavihara and the
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monks of Abhayagiri allegedly focusing on the is-
sue of whether monks could receive gold or silver,
meaning wealth in general, but actually reflecting
a struggle for control of Buddhism on the island.
Though for quite a long time the fraternities of the
two monasteries seem to have lived side by side in
amity, when the Abhayagiri monks openly adopt-
ed an alternative canonical literature (the heretical
Vaitulya Pitaka) the animosity between the monks
of the two establishments became very bitter and
resulted in the heretical books being burned and
the destruction of the Mahavihara building. The
two communities developed into separate schools,
not to be united again for more than a millennium.

Mahavihararesidents were known as the Theri-
ya school (Theriya Nikaya), while Abhayagiri resi-
dents were referred to as the Dhammaruci school.
Despite some ups and downs in their fortunes, the
Dhammarucikas enjoyed favor in Sri Lanka over
a long period, with several kings making provi-
sions and donating several monasteries to them.
In 1165 a council was held at Anuradhapura and
reconciliation between rival schools was achieved.
In contrast to the above account from the medieval
chronicles, however, there is no actual evidence
of any active conflict between the two institutions
after the third century C.E. When Anuradhapura
was abandoned around the thirteenth centu-
ry, the history of Abhayagiri essentially ceased.

One of the most famous residents of the island
was the great scholar Buddhaghosa, considered to
be the greatest of commentators on the Pali Canon.
Although usually dated to the fifth century, recent
research suggests he probably lived in the fourth.
The hagiographic accounts of his life report that
because his speech, like that of the Buddha, was
profound and his words spread throughout the
world he came to be called Buddhaghosa, literally
meaning “Buddha utterance.” He composed many
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important works including the encyclopedic Path
of Purification (Visuddhimagga), a compendium of
Theravada teachings structured according to the
three divisions of the Noble Eightfold Path, name-
ly morality ($1la), meditation (samadhi), and wis-
dom (prajna). Later tradition ascribes to him an
exaggerated number of texts. It is said that while
living in India he composed the Nanodaya and
the Atthasalint, and also began to write a concise
commentary (Parittatthakatha) on the Tripitaka. In
order to complete his task, he went to Sri Lanka
and studied the Sinhalese commentaries at the
Mahavihara. According to the Theravadin tradi-
tion the commentaries came to Sri Lanka with the
first Buddhist missionaries in the third century
B.C.E. When his studies ended he wrote the Vi-
suddhimagga, and having won the approval of the
monks of the Mahavihara, he rendered the Sinha-
lese commentaries into Pali. When this task was
accomplished, Buddhaghosa returned to India.
Beside the above-mentioned works Buddhaghosa
is credited with composing the Samantapasadika
and the Kankhavitarant commentaries on the Vi-
naya Pitaka, and the Manorathapirani commen-
tary on the Satra Pitaka. He is also said to have
compiled commentaries on the Khuddakapatha,
the Sutta Nipata and on the Dhammapada. Some
also ascribe to him the commentary on the Jatakas
(Jatakatthakatha). In fact the Vinaya commentary
is probably not his work, and the author of the
Abhidharma commentary states that he is writing
it at the request of Buddhaghosa. It is probably
safest to attribute to Buddhaghosa only the Vi-
suddhimagga and the commentaries on the four
Nikayas or agamas. The rest is best viewed as the
work of the “school of Buddhaghosa.” Whatever
their exact provenance, these works have exerted a
major influence upon the doctrine of the Theravada
orthodoxy in Sri Lanka, and the teachings of
Theravada Buddhism as we know them today.
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Mahayana schools also enjoyed popularity around
Buddhaghosa’s time, but the Theravada eventu-
ally reasserted itself as the dominant tradition.

Due to a combination of political problems
and doctrinal disputes, the sangha in Sri Lan-
ka fell into decline, and the ordination lineages
of both monks and nuns died out. Monks were
sent for from the Mon region of present-day
Burma, and the male lineage was restored. Ac-
cording to Burmese legend a group of five monks
led by the Mon monk Chapata came from Burma
to Sri Lanka in about 1180 to study Theravada
Buddhism as practiced at the Mahavihara. The
group included a prince of Cambodia (possibly
the son of Jayavarman VIl, the founder of Ang-
kor Wat), another originally from Conjeevaram in
South India, and two others from different parts
of Southeast Asia. This group, later known as the
“Sinhalese Sect,” were ordained in Sri Lanka and
spent ten years there, thereby becoming elders
(thera) who could perform ordinations. They re-
turned to Burma in 1190 to establish the Sinha-
lese form of Theravada Buddhism. Whether or not
the legend is true, it is certain that by the begin-
ning of the thirteenth century the Sinhalese form
of Theravada Buddhism was spreading in South-
east Asia. This form of Buddhism, characterized
by strict adherence to the Vinaya, emphasis on a
pure line of succession, and strong links to politi-
cal authority, has remained a characteristic of the
Buddhism of the region down to modern times.

There was further political turmoil in the early
modern period when the island was ruled in turn
by the Portuguese, the Dutch and the British. Once
again the ordination lineage died out and monks
had to be sent from Thailand to restart it. Sri Lan-
ka gained independence from the British in 1948,
but in modern times has continued to be plagued
by political problems and intermittent civil war be-
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tween the Sinhalese Buddhist majority (number-
ing over seventy percent) and the minority Tamil
population in the north. At times Buddhist monks
have fanned the flames by likening the dispute
to a holy war and campaigning for discriminatory
constitutional reform. This reached an extreme in
1959 when the prime minister S.W.R.D. Bandara-
naike was assassinated by a Buddhist monk who
felt his position towards the Tamils was too con-
ciliatory. At the time of writing, after several years
of peace the government has been suspended by
President Kumaratunga, and the country’s politi-
cal problems show no sign of early resolution.

Burma

Burma is the former and more familiar name of
the country now officially known as Myanmar.
Buddhism may have been introduced here by
one of Asoka’s missions, and it has been pres-
ent among the native Mon people from the early
centuries C.E. The Burmese chronicles claim that
Buddhaghosa visited the country and established
a tradition of Pali scholarship. The Pali name for
the Mon country to the south is Ramanfa, and the
Sinhalese chronicles relate that when the Sinha-
lese ordination lineage died out king Vijayabahu |
(1059-1114) of Sri Lanka sent to Ramarfnna (low-
er Burma) for monks to re-establish the sangha.
From the fifth to the fifteenth century the domi-
nant power in the region was the Khmer em-
pire, in which various forms of Mahayana Bud-
dhism were popular. The Khmer was an ancient
kingdom roughly corresponding to present-day
Cambodia. Though in contact with both India
and China, the Khmers favored various forms of
Hinduism rather than Buddhism, which did not
make any significant headway until the reign of
Jayavarman VII, the founder of Angkor Wat in the
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early twelfth century C.E. There was a presence
of Theravada Buddhism thereafter though the
monastic population was decimated under the
Khmer Rouge government during the late 1970s
and early 1980s. King Anawrahta (1044-77) uni-
fied Burma by conquering the southern part and
gave his allegiance to the Theravada, although it
is likely the Theravada was dominant even before
then. Anawrahta’s capital, Pagan, was sacked by
the Mongols in 1287 and the city with its many
thousand pagodas and temples was abandoned.
The country was not united again until 1752, but
soon afterwards was conquered by the British.

The largest monastic sect or gaing in Burma is
the Thudhamma (Pali: Sudhamma), Some schol-
ars argue that “sect” is not the best translation of
the term, since the various Burmese gaings have
not developed separate doctrines and distin-
guish themselves largely in terms of their differ-
ent practices. The chief characteristics of a gaing
are: a distinctive monastic lineage, some form of
hierarchical organizational structure, separate
rules, rituals and behavioral practices, affiliation
across local boundaries, and some recognition by
the secular authorities. In historical terms, after
the mission of Chapata to Sri Lanka, the Burmese
sangha at Pagan split into two divisions known
as the Purimagana (earlier going) and Paccagana
(later going). After the fall of the Pagan dynasty six
gaing were known to have flourished in the early
fourteenth century in the land of the Mons in low-
er Burma. After a period of reunification, however,
the sangha in lower Burma declined. Town-dwell-
ing monks began to adopt a distinctive headgear
and became influential in the closing decades of
the seventeenth century, sparking off a conflict
with their forest-dwelling counterparts. A dispute
also arose between the so-called Ton Gaing and
Yon Gaing, which centered on the manner of wear-
ing the robe in public, namely whether it should
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be worn over one shoulder or both. Successive
monarchs were drawn into the dispute, which was
only resolved in 1782 when king Bodawpaya inter-
vened and restored the orthodox practice favored
by the Yon Gaing of covering both shoulders. After
this the sangha remained united for some seven
decades until the advent of the Shwegyin Nikaya,
a more austere and conservative group which
formally separated from the Thudhamma in the
mid-nineteenth century. There were nine officially
acknowledged gaing when then state-sponsored
“Congregation of the Sangha of All Orders” was
convened in May 1980 in a successful attempt to
form a unified sangha with a national character.
The Thudhamma comprised nearly eighty-nine
percent of all monks in 1980 and outnumbers
the Shwegyin by a ratio exceeding twelve to one.

In the second half of the nineteenth century
Burma enjoyed a “golden age” under king Min-
don which lasted for twenty-five years from 1852
tol877. By all accounts an enlightened ruler,
Mindon was constantly threatened with the an-
nexation of his country by the British, an event
which finally came about in 1886. Prior to this
Mindon moved the capital to Mandalay and took
steps to improve the discipline of the sangha,
which had become lax. He also presided over the
“Fifth Council” between 1868 to 1871 at which all
the Theravada canonical texts were recited and
variant manuscripts compared. The final agreed
version was engraved on 729 marble slabs, and
to commemorate the council Mindon crowned the
Shwedagon Pagoda in Rangoon with a new spire.

Burma was part of the British Empire until it
was granted independence in 1948 when U Nu
became the first Prime Minister. Attempts to de-
velop a form of “Buddhist Socialism” with Bud-
dhism as the state religion ultimately failed when
General Ne Win led a coup in 1962 from which
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time onwards the country has been ruled by a
military junta (SLORC). The regime is not hostile
to Buddhism, which remains strong, and eighty-
five percent of the population are Theravada
Buddhists. However, Buddhist pro-democracy
advocates, such as Aung San Suu Kyi, winner of
the 1991 Nobel Peace Prize, have been placed
under house arrest and human rights abuses
are commonplace. The country presently re-
mains isolated from the international community.

Thailand

Formerly known as Siam, Thailand became a con-
stitutional democracy in 1932. Buddhism (almost
entirely of the Theravada form) plays a leading role
in all aspects of national life, and since the Bud-
dhist Order Act of 1902 has enjoyed constitutional
status as the official religion. Under this measure a
religious hierarchy was created presided over by a
supreme patriarch (sangharaja) who is appointed
by the king. Because of this link between Buddhism
and nationalism, it is traditional for all young men
to spend a short period of time as monks, usually
during the three month rainy-season retreat. Most
parents would consider it a great honor should
their son wish to prolong his stay and take up the
religious life on a permanent basis, but for most
it is a kind of “national service” forming a step
on the way to an alternative professional career.

The Pali chronicles refer to Thailand as
Samindavisaya, and speak of a close relationship
between it and Sri Lanka dating back to the mid-
dle ages. The original inhabitants of the region
were the Mon, who may have been introduced to
Theravada Buddhism in the early centuries C.E.
by missionaries sent from India by Asoka. Bud-
dhism became firmly established in those areas
of the Mon kingdom known as Haripufjaya and
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Dvaravata. From the fifth to the fifteenth century,
an important power in the area was the Khmer
empire, in which various forms of Hinduism and
Mahayana Buddhismwerealso popular.Intheelev-
enth century, missionaries were sent from Burma,
and the Thai people arrived in the region having
been displaced from China by the Mongols. They
found the Theravada form of Buddhism congenial
and it began to displace Mahayana forms. Around
1260 the kingdom of Sukhothai became indepen-
dent from the Khmers and King Rama Khamheng
(1275-1317) declared Theravada the state reli-
gion. Sukhothai fell in 1492 and was replaced by
the kingdom of Ayudhya, which ruled until 1767.
During this time an edition of the Pali Canon was
produced by King Songdharm (r. 1610-28) and
relations between the sangha and the crown be-
came closer. Ayodhya was overthrown by Rama |
(1782-1809) who founded the Chakri dynasty and
devoted himself to the purification of the sangha.

One of Rama I’s successors—Rama |V, more
commonly known as Mongkut (r. 1851-68)—was
himself a monk for twenty-seven years before
becoming king. In 1833 Mongkut founded the
Thammayut order (Pali: Dhammayuttika), a re-
form movement in the Thai sangha. The move-
ment, whose name means “those holding to the
Law,” advocated stricter compliance with the Vi-
haya in contrast to the mainstream Mahanikai
(Pali: Mahanikaya) order. As abbot of Wat Bov-
oranives, which became the centre of the Tham-
mayut sect, Mongkut laid down strict rules gov-
erning ordination, wearing of the monastic robe
(over both shoulders instead of just one), and for
the conduct of the kathina or robe-giving cere-
mony. He also decreed on becoming king that all
monks, including those of the majority Mahanikai
(Pali: Mahanikaya) should henceforth observe the
stricter disciplinary practices. Mongkut was con-
cerned to purge Buddhism of its superstitious el-
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ements and emphasize its rational aspects so as
to make it compatible with science and modern
attitudes. The Thammayut movement was insti-
tuted in southern Laos around 1850 and Cam-
bodia in 1864 by monks trained in Thailand, and
today enjoys the status of official orthodoxy in
contemporary Thai Buddhism. Although monks
are the main source of religious authority, lay
groups have also been established in recent times,
and many Thais are pressing for a more modern
outlook on the part of the clergy and an updat-
ing of the ancient teachings to make them more
relevant to the problems of contemporary life.

Vietnam

By virtue of its geographical location, Vietham
has been exposed to two main forms of Bud-
dhism. The Mahayana form predominates in the
North, where Chinese influence is strongest, and
the Theravada school is pre-eminent in parts of
the South, which has stronger links to the Bud-
dhism of Southeast Asia. Historically, Buddhism
reached different regions at different times, and
its development has been eclectic, often min-
gling with Taoism and Confucianism. The history
of Buddhism in the territory now covered by the
modern country of Vietnam dates back at least to
the second century C.E. when it was transmitted
southward from China to the area then known as
Jiaozhou. This territory remained under Chinese
hegemony through the tenth century, and while
Buddhism certainly existed and probably thrived
during that time, later historians tended to dis-
count it as “Chinese” Buddhism, and concentrated
their efforts on the period of independence. Thus,
materials relating the history of Buddhism dur-
ing the period of Chinese dominance are scarce.
Sources dating from this period reveal the pres-
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ence of monastic Buddhism and speak of scrip-
ture-chanting, the erection of images, and the
miraculous intervention of monks, with little com-
ment, indicating that such things were common
enough that the reader needed no explanation.
Early records also indicate that the late Han-dy-
nasty governor of Jiaozhou, Shi Yie (Si Nhiep) had a
large number of Chinese and central Asian monks
in his entourage. Official Chinese court records
speak of eminent and accomplished monks from
Jiaozhou who made their way to the northern cap-
itals, showing that there were sufficient resources
there for them to receive detailed training in doc-
trine, scripture, and meditation, and we also have
records of foreign monks who settled in Jiaozhou
to carry out translation activities. Yijing (635-
713), a monk who journeyed to India and later
wrote an account of other monks who had done
the same, mentions that several of them, having
taken the southern maritime route either coming
or going, stopped off in Jiaozhou. In other words,
in some respects Buddhism in Vietham during
this period was simply an extension of Chinese
Buddhism, and much of what transpired there re-
flected developments elsewhere in the empire.

However, there was another strain of Bud-
dhism active in the area at this time. Waves of In-
dian cultural export had made their way across
Southeast Asia penetrating as far as Indonesia, and
Theravada forms of Buddhism were among these.
Many people in the southern part of Vietnam were
more influenced by this form of Buddhism than
by Chinese Mahayana Buddhism, and so Viet-
nam came to be the meeting place for the two
streams: Mahayana going north from India along
the Silk Road, down into China, then into Vietnam:;
and Theravada going south along the seacoasts
through Thailand, Laos, and Cambodia and into
Vietnam. Vietnamese Buddhism, as a result, is a
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unique mixture of Mahayana and Theravada forms.

By the time Vietnam achieved independence
from China in the tenth century, Buddhism had
been an integral part of the cultural landscape
for over eight hundred years. The first emperor
of independent Vietnam, Dinh Bo Linh, put to-
gether a system of hierarchical ranks for gov-
ernment officials, Buddhist monks, and Taoist
priests after ascending to power in 968. There-
after, Buddhist monks were part of the nation-
al administration, serving the ruler as advisors,
rallying the people in times of crisis, and at-
tending to the spiritual needs of the masses.

The Ly Dynasty (1010-1225) was more sta-
ble and long-lived than the Dinh and Lé dynas-
ties that preceded it. This dynasty was willing to
take in many elements in its task of constructing
a national culture and identity, and so many ele-
ments of Chinese, Indian, and Cham culture (from
the kingdom of Champa which flourished from
the sixth to the fifteenth centuries) were included,
and many schools of Buddhism were able to ex-
ist side by side and compete in an open religious
marketplace, further facilitating the intermingling
of Mahayana and Theravada forms. Archeologi-
cal evidence also indicates that Tantric Buddhism
had made its way into Vietnam (stelae with man-
tras inscribed on them have been discovered).
During this time, Buddhism also became more
widely disseminated among the common people,
as monks came into villages and “converted” lo-
cal deities, ancestors, and culture heroes to the
religion and declared them now “protectors of the
Dharma.” This move worked to unify the dispa-
rate local cults under the Buddhist umbrella, and
aided the unification of the country. In return,
the Ly kings supported Buddhism lavishly: giving
stipends to eminent monks, erecting and refur-
bishing temples, and sending envoys to China in
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search of scriptures. In this way, new develop-
ments in Chinese Buddhism were noted in Viet-
nam, particularly with the importation of Chan
“transmission of the lamp” genre works. This
created a dichotomy between an older form of
Buddhism that was highly syncretistic and incor-
porated many elements and practices under its
umbrella, and a newer Buddhism that inclined to
a purer Chinese nature, centered mostly on Chan
(discussed in more detail in chapter nine). Chan
study and practice became more entrenched un-
der the Tran dynasty (1225-1400), although the
older forms also remained vital. A kind of division
of labor arose, with Confucianism adjudicating
worldly affairs and Buddhism providing the meta-
physical and soteriological framework for human
life. Many Tran emperors abdicated and retired
to Mount Yan Tu to practice Buddhism full-time
after a Confucian career as national ruler. Tran
rulers also sponsored the establishment of the
first actual “schools” of Buddhism in Vietnam, be-
ginning with the Truc Lam (Bamboo Grove) Chan
school founded by the third Tran king. Mission-
ary monks also arrived continuously from China,
bringing both the Linji and Caodong schools into
Vietnam, and they found a ready audience among
the Tran aristocracy. Unfortunately, the surviving
literature tends to give only lists of lineages and
temples, making it difficult to determine the ac-
tual content of teaching and practice. The works
that remain show many features reminiscent of the
“Chan of the patriarchs” found in China: encoun-
ter dialogues, enlightenment verses, direct trans-
mission of the mind of enlightenment, and so on.

In the fifteenth century, the Viethamese began
to conquer and absorb parts of Cambodia, bring-
ing the religion of the Khmer people into the Viet-
namese fold. This strengthened the coexistence
between the Vietnamese Chan of the elites along-
side the Theravada teachings and practices of the
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Cambodians. The country took its current shape
during the eighteenth century, and the country’s
unique blend of schools of Buddhism was fixed
from that time. The occupation of the area by the
French, in giving the different ethnic groupings
of the land a common tongue, facilitated inter-
change between different forms of Buddhism. In
the early twentieth century, Vietnamese culture,
like other cultures in East and Southeast Asia,
had to deal with modernity in the form of science,
Western thought, and Marxism. During this time,
many educated Vietnamese began abandoning
Mahayana and Chan Buddhism, which seemed
superstitious with all its deities, magical rituals,
and practices for gaining rebirth in the Pure Land.
They came to favor Theravada Buddhism, which
seemed more pragmatic and this-worldly in com-
parison. An instrumental figure in this evolution
was Le Van Giang, who studied Theravada medi-
tation with a Cambodian teacher, took the name
Ho-Tong, and came back to Vietnam to build the
first formally Theravada temple near Saigon. From
this headquarters he began actively disseminat-
ing Theravada Buddhism in the local language,
and produced translations of the Pali scriptures in
Vietnamese. The Vietnamese Theravada Buddhist
sangha Congregation was formally established in
1957, making what had formerly been a diffuse
set of beliefs into a formal school to rival the Chi-
nese-style Chan schools. By 1997, this Congre-
gation had sixty-four temples scattered through-
out the country. Buddhist organizations founded
in the 1960s include the Unified Buddhist Church
of Vietnam, the United Buddhist Association, and
the School of Youth for Social Services. The Lam-
te lineage of Rinzai Zen introduced in the seven-
teenth century is today the largest Buddhist or-
der. Under the leadership of the monk Thich Nhat
Hanh, well known in the West as a leading expo-
nent of Engaged Buddhism (the subject of chapter
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twelve), the latter has become a crusading vol-
unteer organization dedicated to improving the
lot of rural communities. During the Vietham War,
Buddhist monks were active in efforts to bring
hostilities to a close, and many of them immo-
lated themselves publicly to protest the war (see
chapter thirteen). Others, including Thich Nhat
Hanh went abroad to propagate Viethamese Chan.

Key Points You Need to Know

e In Southeast Asia the Theravada form
of Buddhism predominates, although
Mahayana Buddhism is influential in
parts of Vietnam.

e From Sri Lanka the teachings of the
Buddha spread to Burma, Thailand,
Laos, Cambodia, and southern parts
of Vietnam. They reached the northern
part of Vietnam from China,

e Theravada Buddhism has a history of
some 2000 years in the region, and in
some places (such as Sri Lanka) slightly
more.

e The Pali Canon was committed to writ-
ing in Sri Lanka during the reign of king
Vattagamani Abhaya (r.29-17 B.C.E.).

e The most famous scholar active in the
region was Buddhaghosa, who lived in
the fourth century C.E. Originally from
India he resided for many years in Sri
Lanka and his principal work was the
Path of Purification (Visuddhimagga).

e Throughout Southeast Asia, Buddhism
as the “Great Tradition” exists alongside
the ‘Little Tradition” of local spirit cults
and animistic practices.
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e In Southeast Asia the sangha has often
played a political role in advising kings
on affairs of state.

e The ordination tradition for nuns died
out during the medieval period.

e Temporary ordination is very common
in Thailand and it is not uncommon for
young men to spend time in a monas-
tery before embarking on a career.

e The head of the sangha in Theravada
countries is known as the sangharjja,
or “supreme patriarch.”
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Essay Questions
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CHAPTER 9

Buddhism in East Asia

In This Chapter

This chapter outlines the development of Bud-
dhism in China, Korea, and Japan. It includes
historical sketches for each country, a descrip-
tion of the major Buddhist sects in each, and a
description of the modern Buddhist tradition in
each. The chapter also includes citations of the
major figures and prominent Buddhist texts in
each culture.

Main Topics Covered

e The Development of Chinese Buddhist
History from the Han Dynasty to Modern
Times

e Chinese Buddhist Schools, along with
their Founders and Important Texts

e Chinese Religious life, Including Modern
Chinese Innovations

e The Development of Korean Buddhist His—
tory from its Arrival in the Fourth Century
C.E. to Modern Times

e Korean Buddhist Schools, along with their
Founders and Important Texts

e Modern Developments in Korean Bud-
dhism

e The Development of Japanese Buddhist
History from its Introduction in the Sixth
Century C.E. to Modern Times

e Japanese Buddhist Schools, along with
their Founders and Important Texts

e Recent Developments in Japanese Bud-
dhism




China: Historical Sketch

As early as the first century C.E., Buddhism’s
presence in Central Asia was clearly visible. Mov-
ing northwest out of India from Peshawar, Bud-
dhism traveled along the trade routes, eventu-
ally coming in contact with small communities
from the Later Han Dynasty in China that ex-
tended into Central Asia along the Silk Route.
Many of the families in these communities
were both bilingual and bicultural, thus creat-
ing an ideal basis for Buddhism to make inroads
into China, particularly via entry at Dunhuang.

It is not at all certain whether Buddhism’s first
entry into China resulted from the fabled account
of the Han Emperor Ming’s notorious dream in
the middle of the first century C.E., or through
some other occasion, but there is a clearly his-
torical account of a Chinese emperor practic-
ing Buddhism by the middle of the second cen-
tury C.E. Additionally, by 148, a Parthian monk
named An Shigao settled in Luoyang to head a
team of translators intent on translating Indian
Buddhist texts, particularly on meditation, into
Chinese. Most of these early translations were
of Hinayana texts, but the first Mahayana mis-
sionary, Lokaksema, worked on a variety of
Mahayana texts in Luoyang between 168 and 188.

Despite the fact that the Later Han Dynasty
broke apart in the last half of the second cen-
tury, splitting China into northern and southern
parts, the Chinese interest in Buddhism did not
diminish. Through the work of innovative figures
like Dharmaraksa, a Chinese-born Buddhist of
Scythian lineage, the process of translating Bud-
dhist texts into Chinese continued throughout
the Western Jin Dynasty (265-316) and the East-
ern Jin Dynasty (317-419). During this period,
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monasteries were established, monks ordained,
and sudtras discussed throughout the South.

Things were not so calm or prosperous in
Northern China. Under a number of non-Chinese
barbarian rulers, nonetheless, Buddhism found
favor primarily because it was perceived to be a
“foreign” religion, just as the ruling Huns were
largely foreign to China. Eager to take advantage
of the monks’ knowledge of meditation and the
so-called powers derived therefrom, these rulers
were sympathetic to Buddhist needs. It was for-
tuitous for the fledgling Buddhist community that
sometime around 310, a Kuchean monk named
Fotudeng apppeared in northern China and gained
an influential position in the Later Zhao Dynasty,
serving as court advisor for more than two de-
cades and largely protecting the Buddhist effort.

Fotudeng is also known for his two chief dis-
ciples, Daoan (312-385) and Huiyuan (334-416).
They encouraged and transacted the translation
of a wide variety of Mahayana texts, supported a
growing Buddhist sangha that now included nuns
as well as monks, and fostered an intellectual at-
mosphere that was exciting. Consequently, by
the time of the arrival of Kumarajiva (344-413),
a great Buddhist translator from Kuchea, the Chi-
nese sangha was prepared for a new infusion of
Buddhist ideas from India. These early Buddhist
translators are generally referred to as Buddho-
Taoists because they imparted their uniquely Bud-
dhist message through a largely Taoist vocabulary.

By the time of the Northern Wei Dynasty
(386-534), most of the Buddhist elite had fled
south, continuing their literary activity. Under the
Northern Wei Dynasty, the sangha grew pros-
perous and highly corrupt, eventually becoming
victimized by an extensive Buddhist persecution
in 446 that lasted eight years. Further, Chinese
Buddhism had become highly sectarian with the
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appearance of a series of “classical” schools: (1)
Jushe, founded by Paramartha, (2) Sanlun, found-
ed by Kumarajiva, and Faxiang, organized by Xu-
anzang; “scholastic” sects: (1) Tiantai , founded
by Huisi and (2) Huayan, founded by Dushun;
and “popular” sects: (1) Chan, founded by Bod-
hidharma and (2) Jingtu, founded by Tanluan.
It was not until the Sui Dynasty (589-617) that
China was reunified and Buddhism consolidated.

The high point of Chinese Buddhism occurred
during the Tang Dynasty (618-906). During this
period, monasteries grew and prospered, monks
and nuns thrived, and Buddhism was profoundly
influential in Chinese culture. Yet by 845, in the
midst of internal political strife, rivalry between the
Buddhists and Taoists resulted in the most severe
persecution of Buddhism in Chinese history. Dur-
ing a one year period, virtually all temples were de-
stroyed, monks and nuns were returned to lay life,
texts were burned, and metal objects were confis-
cated and melted down. Although the proscription
had but a brief duration, the results were devas-
tating for Chinese Buddhism: the predominantly
intellectual schools of Chinese Buddhism disap-
peared, the economic base of the monasteries was
completely devastated, and the libraries (and the
literary histories they preserved) were decimated.
Even the practice-oriented schools of Chan and
Jingtu suffered serious losses, and Buddhism nev-
er regained its previous status in Chinese history.

Beginning in the eleventh century, there was
a strong reemergence of traditional Chinese re-
ligions, and especially so with respect to Con-
fucianism. During the Yuan dynasty that began
around 1280, China was under Mongol rule, and
as a result, Tibetan Buddhism became a power-
ful influence in China. Later, under the Ming dy-
nasty (1368-1643), there was a movement to-
ward a unity in the Buddhist schools. Following
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the revolution of 1991, in which the Manchu dy-
nasty was toppled and the Republic of China es-
tablished, the Buddhist community lost much of
its influence. Although a “Chinese Buddhist So-
ciety” was founded in 1929 by a powerful monk-
reformer named Taixu, Buddhism never regained
its previous strength. Despite the formation of
the Chinese Buddhist Association under the Peo-
ple’s Republic of China (in May 1953), the com-
munist government of China effectively truncat-
ed the practice of religion in China and closed
down all the major Chinese Buddhist monasteries.

Chinese Buddhist Schools

The Chinese academic schools of Buddhism were
essentially composed of groups of monks who
studied and promoted various philosophical ideas
that developed within the spectrum of Buddhist
thought. They weren’t sects in the traditional
Western sense of that word, but rather consist-
ed of groups of individuals who believed a set
of particular ideas presented the most accurate
representation of the truth. In other words, the
various Chinese Buddhist schools were attempt-
ing to find ways to explain why the Buddhist texts
that had made their way to China from India—and
especially the various Hinayana and Mahayana
doctrines they espoused—contradicted each oth-
er so significantly. Of the ten principle schools
of Chinese Buddhism, six (Jushe, Chengshi, L,
Zhenyan, Sanlun, and Faxiang) were essentially In-
dian Buddhist schools that had been transplanted
to China. Of the reminaing four, two (Tiantai and
Huayan) were highly scholastic while two others
(Chan and Jingtu) were more popular in nature.

Jushe

The Jushe school was founded by Paramartha
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(c. 499-569) in the sixth century, and orga-
nized by Xuanzang (c. 596-664). The name is
a transliteration of the Sanskrit text known as
the Abhidharmakosa, thus making this a Chi-
nese version of the Indian Sarvastivadin Ab-
hidharma school. This school emphasized that
the elemental building blocks of reality, known
as dharmas, were real, and therefore present-
ed a realistic view of the Buddhist universe. Al-
though the Abhidharma philosophy was an es-
sential part of Chinese Buddhism, this school was
never extremely popular in Chinese Buddhism.

Chengshi

This school is based on an Indian text known as
the Satyasiddhi-$astra, written by Harivarman
(c. 250-350). It was translated into Chinese by
the famous Chinese translator Kumarajiva (344-
413). Although it was technically a Hinayana
text, its notions about the emptiness of dhar-
mas were very much like those of the Mahayana
tradition. The text eventually became associ-
ated with the Chinese Madhyamika tradition.

La

This school of Buddhism emerged in the Tang
Dynasty of Chinese history and emphasized the
Vinaya tradition as opposed to doctrinal, philo-
sophical issues. Founded by Daoxuan (596-667),
it relied on the Dharmaguptaka Vinaya, trans-
lated into Chinese by Buddhayasas and Chu Fo-
nien in 412 as the “Vinaya in Four Parts” (Sifenlu).
This particular Vinaya contained 250 rules for
monks and 348 rules for nuns, and seems to have
been more important in Chinese Buddhism, both
Hinayana and Mahayana than any of the numerous
other complete Vinayas possessed by the various
Indian Buddhist schools. Although most scholars
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tend to indicate that this strong emphasis on ob-
servance of Vinaya reflected Daoxuan’s position
requiring both monastic discipline and doctrinal
teaching in the practice of Chinese Buddhism,
they fail to suggest just why the Dharmaguptaka
Vinaya became the version of choice in China. It
might be conjectured that the Dharmaguptaka Vi-
naya is the only Hinayana Vinaya to include rules
governing the method of observance at stipas,
a practice which by 600 was an important as-
pect of Chinese Buddhism. This school was also
the basis for the Japanese Vinaya school, known
as Ritsu, brought to Japan by Jianzhen in 754.

Zhenjan

This was a Buddhist Tantric school, introduced
into China during the eighth century. It was prob-
ably introduced around 720 by Subhakarasimha,
where it was popular at the Tang Dynasty court.
Its name means true or efficient word, corre-
sponding to the Sanskrit term mantra, and rep-
resents the clearest form of Vajrayana Buddhism
in China. As an independent Buddhist school,
it was popular only for a short time, prob-
ably no more than two centuries. It was, none-
theless, brought back to Japan by Kikai (774-
835), where it was known as the Shingon school.

Sanlun

Sanlun Buddhism is called the “Three Treatise
School,” and is a classical school of Buddhism in
China. It was founded by Kumarajiva (344-413)
based on Nagarjuna’s Mulamadhyamika-karikas
and Dvadasa-dvara-$astra as well as Aryadeva’s
Sata-$astra, hence the name “Three Treatise
School.” It corresponds to the Indian Madhyamika
school of Buddhism. Kumarajiva passed the teach-
ing on to his disciples, especially Daosheng (360-
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434), Sengchao (374-414), and Senglang (d. 615).
Following Kumarajiva’s death, a period of declinein
Sanlun was experienced, with interest reawakened
by Jizang (549-623), considered to be the great-
est master of the Sanlun school. After Jizang, the
school lostimportance in China, but was eventually
exported to Japan via a Korean student of Jizang.

Faxiang

Faxiang is a Chinese Buddhist school organized
by Xuanzang (596-664) and his disciple Kui-
ji (632-682) from the Shelun school begun by
Paramartha. The school name is a Chinese ren-
dering of the Sanskrit term dharma-laksana which
means “marks of the dharmas.” It is based on the
writings of Asanga and Vasubandhu, and corre-
sponds to the Indian Yogacara school. The major
text of the school is Xuanzang’s Cheng weishi lun
(Vijnaptimatrata-siddhi in Sanskrit). Consistent
with the basic Yogacara ideology, the central con-
cept of the school is a development of Vasuband-
hu’s notion that “everything is ideation only” (idam
sarvam vijnaptimatrakam). It upholds the theory
of eight consciousnesses, with seeds of karmic
experiences being stored in the alaya-vijiana or
storehouse consciousness. It classifies all appar-
ently existent reality into 100 dharmas organized
in five categories, and affirms three levels of truth
(as opposed to the Madhyamika school’s notion
of two levels). The school did not fare well after
Xuanzang and Kuiji, and was severely undermined
by the anti-Buddhist persecution of 845. It was
known as the Hosso school in Japanese Buddhism.

Tiantai

Tiantai is a school of Chinese Buddhism found-
ed by Huisi (515-576), organized by Zhiyi (538-
597), and largely based on the teaching of the
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Lotus-sttra. The name of the school is taken
from the name of the mountain on which Zhiyi
exercised: Tiantai Shan. Although Zhiyi actual-
ly wrote very little, his teachings were collected
and preserved by one of his disciples, Guanding
(561-632). These teachings focused primarily on
the Lotus-sutra and included three great works:
(1) Miaofa lianhua jing xuanyi (Profound Meaning
of the Lotus Satra), (2) Miaofa lianhua jing wenju
(Commentary on the Lotus Satra), and (3) Mohe
Zhiguan (Great Concentration and Insight). The
Tiantai system is explained in five chronologi-
cal periods. The first, or Avatamsaka-sitra pe-
riod, is said to have lasted only three weeks, and
dated from the Buddha’s attainment of enlight-
enment. Because his disciples did not understand
his teaching, he began the second period, known
as the Agama period, lasting twelve years, and
during which time the Buddha preached his basic
but not final or complete teaching. The third, or
Vaipulya period, lasted eight years and presented
the basic Mahayana teachings. In the fourth pe-
riod, known as the Mahaprajiaparamita period
and lasting twenty-two years, he emphasized the
doctrine of Slinyata, as taught in the Perfection
of Wisdom literature. The fifth and final period,
called the Lotus-sitra Period, corresponds to the
last eight years of the Buddha’s life, and here the
Buddha taught the doctrine of Ekayana, that there
is really only one vehicle, and that the Sravaka-
yana, Pratyeka-buddha-yana, and Bodhisattva-
yana are only apparent contrasts. Additionally,
Tiantai classifies the Buddha’s doctrine into two
quartets of teachings with the first including (1)
sudden doctrine, (2) gradual doctrine, (3) secret
doctrine, and (4) indeterminate doctrine. Sudden
doctrine was taught in the Avatamsaka period.
Gradual doctrine was taught over the second,
third, and fourth chronological stages. Secret
doctrine and indeterminate doctrine were used
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when the Buddha taught disciples of differing ca-
pacities at the same time. The second quartet of
teachings includes (1) Pitaka doctrine, (2) com-
mon doctrine, (3) special doctrine, and (4) round
or perfect doctrine. In the Avatamsaka period spe-
cial and round doctrines were taught. The Agama
period utilized only the Pitaka doctrine. The Vaip-
ulya period utilized all four of these doctrines,
and the Mahaprajiaparamita period employs
mostly the round doctrine, but also the common
and special doctrines. Only the Lotus-sutra peri-
od can be considered totally round and complete.

Huayan

Huayan is a school of Chinese Buddhism derived
from the Huayan Ching or “Flower Ornament Satra”
(Sanskrit: Avatamsaka-sutra) and playing an im-
portant role in Tang Dynasty history. The text from
which the school takes its origin was presumably
translated into Chinese by Buddhabhadra around
420 C.E. The school itself was founded by Dushun
(557-640) and organized by Fazang (643-712).
Its fundamental tenet is sometimes referred to as
the “Buddhist teaching of totality” because of the
school’s emphasis on the interpenetration of all
phenomena. This idea is expressed through the
doctrine of Dharma-dhatu or mutual causality, and
the notion that principle (li) and phenomena (shi)
are interdependent. Like other Mahayana schools,
it affirms the idea of emptiness (Stinyata), identify-
ing the ideal realization as suchness (tathata). Like
other Chinese scholastic schools, it did not fare
well in the aftermath of the anti-Buddhist perse-
cution of 845. It was taken to Japan in the eighth
century, becoming known as the Kegon school.

Chan
Chan is a Buddhist school in China whose name is
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presumably a transliteration of the Sanskrit term
dhyana, meaning meditation, and thus identifying
the major thrust of the school. The Chan school
traces its beginnings to Bodhidharma, an Indian
meditation master who arrived in North China
sometime between 516 and 526 and is reckoned to
be the first Chinese patriarch (and twenty-eighth
Indian patriarch) of the school. Bodhidharma
passed on his teaching lineage to his disciple Hui-
ke, and a line of transmission was thus established
in China. The history of the school is not without
controversy in that the identity of the sixth patri-
arch was questioned, with one group arguing for
Shenxiu (606-706) and another for Huineng (638-
713). Eventually Huineng wins out by offering a
better poetic response demonstrating his qualifi-
cations. Huineng’s Chan is thoroughly Mahayana,
emphasizing emptiness (Sinyata) and the sud-
denness of the enlightenment experience (wu).
Eventually, a monastic tradition for Chan emerged
based on the rules of Bozhang Huai-hai (720-814)
and geared to a Chinese lifestyle that was differ-
ent from that of Indian Buddhism. During the Tang
Dynasty, Chan divided into five “houses,” only two
of which survived (eventually merging during the
Ming Dynasty): (1) Linji, founded by Linji Yixuan,
and (2) Caodong, founded by Dongshan Liangjie
(807-869) and Caoshan Benji (840-901). Linji was
taken to Japan by Eisai as Rinzai Zen, while Ca-
odong was taken to Japan as Soto by Dogen. Chan
practice emphasizes meditation, and, depend-
ing on the school, may require enigmatic sayings
called gongan (kdan in Japanese), reflection on
which is designed to bring the mind beyond logic
to direct experience of reality. Great emphasis is
put on the relationship between the master and
the disciple, with the master urging the student
on through skillful means and great compassion.
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Jingtu

This is the formal title of the “Pure Land School” in
China (corresponding to the Jodo Shi in Japanese
Buddhism). Devotion to Amitabha Buddha was,
prior to Huiyuan (344-416), an optional practice
within Buddhism. Huiyuan established this enter-
prise as an independent activity, and developed a
new Buddhist school around the practice by form-
ing the White Lotus Society in 402. His disciple
Tanluan (476-542) organized the school, and is
claimed as the first Chinese patriarch of the Jingtu
Zong. They emphasize Amitabha’s (shortened to
Amita and rendered Amituo in Chinese) vow to
cause all faithful beings to be reborn in his para-
dise, focusing religious practice on repetition of
the phrase known as the Nianfo: “Nanmo Amitu-
ofo,” literally meaning, “Homage to Amita Bud-
dha.” This practice is also used in the Japanese
version of the Pure Land school, where it is called
the “Nembutsu” (“Namu Amida Butsu”). Because
the school relies on the saving grace of Amitabha
Buddha, it is often referred to as the “easy path,” of
dependence on outside help (zili in Chinese; tari-
ki in Japanese). Textually, the school utilizes the
Sukhavativyiha-sitras and the Amitayurdhyana-
sttra. The school was passed down through a
succession of masters including Daozhuo (562-
645), Shandao (613-681), and Cimin (680-748).
Due to its simplicity of practice, it was better able
to survive periods of decline (mo-fa in Chinese;
mappo in Japanese), and thus weathered the
anti-Buddhist persecution of 845 better than vir-
tually all other Buddhist schools. It was found-
ed in Japan by Honen (1133-1212), where it re-
mains among the most popular Buddhist schools.

Chinese Buddhist Religious Life
Because Chinese Buddhism has been influenced
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by indigenous Chinese practices throughout its
history, and especially so with respect to Taoist
ideals, there are apparent disparities between In-
dian and Chinese Buddhist life. Unlike their In-
dian counterparts, Chinese monastics generally
did not beg for their food, and were routinely
supplied by offerings from lay donors. Moreover,
vegetarianism became the normative practice in
Chinese monasteries despite the fact that meat-
eating is not expressly forbidden by the Vinaya.
In addition, monasteries often became landhold-
ers in their own right, some of which accumu-
lated significant wealth. Family life in Chinese
monasteries mirrored traditional Chinese family
life, with elaborate tonsure relationships and hi-
erarchies existing in most Chinese monasteries.

The monastic and lay communities were
united through a series of festivals and rituals
reflecting significant days in the religious calen-
dar. Some of these festivals honored holidays in-
herited from Indian Buddhism (such as celebrat-
ing the Buddha’s birthday), while others were
distinctly Chinese (such as vegetarian feasts).
Because Chinese culture had a significant con-
cern for the afterlife, “merit books” were kept
which provided a basis for otherworldly expec-
tations. And since both the Indian and Chinese
Buddhist tradition afforded a significant role to
shamanism, Chinese Buddhists were concerned
with various deities and non-ordinary forces.

Modern Chinese Buddhist Innovations

Although there are few Chinese Buddhist activi-
ties on the mainland, in Taiwan a number of far-
reaching Buddhist organizations have emerged
in the last several decades. Among these are Fo
Guang Shan, which has built enormous Buddhist
monasteries around the globe through its “Bud-
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dha’s Light International Society,” and the “Bud-
dhist Compassion Relief Love and Mercy Founda-
tion” founded in 1966 by a Buddhist nun known
as Dharma Master Chen Yen. These organizations
have reawakened both the message and visibil-
ity of Chinese Buddhism in the Modern world.

Korea: Historical Sketch

Prior to the introduction of Buddhism, Shamanism
was the earliest form of religion in Korea. Buddhism
arrived from China in 372 C.E. with the appear-
ance of the monk Shundao, sent by the ruler of the
Ch’in Dynasty to the Koguryo court of King Sos-
urim (reigned (371-384), which ruled the North-
ern portion of the Korean peninsula. A monastery
named Ibullan was built for Shundao, and he was
followed by a Serindian monk known as Malananda
who spread Buddhist teaching to the kingdom of
Paekche, in the Southwestern portion of the pen-
insula, in 384. The third of the “three kingdoms”
of Korea, Silla (in Southeastern Korea), was less
developed than the other two, and Buddhism was
not accepted until 527 during the reign of King
Pophlng. Nevertheless, by the beginning of the
sixth century, Buddhism had established its over-
all position, and the practice of sending monks to
China for texts and teachings was widespread. In
short order, the Tiantai, Vinaya, Sanlun, Satyasid-
dhi, Nirvana, and Huayan schools were prevalent.

The Kingdom of Silla conquered Paekche in
663 and Korguryo in 668, establishing the peri-
od of Unified Silla (688-935), during which time
Buddhism became a dominant religion in Korea.
Chan Buddhism, known as Son in Korea, was in-
troduced from China by the monk Pomnang prior
to the Silla, and became the most predominant
form of monastic Buddhism. During the Silla, five
Buddhist schools were established, collectively
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representing the “Kyo,” or scholastic Buddhist
tradition in Korea: the Kyeyul (Vinaya) School,
Hwaom School, Haedong School, Popsang School,
and Yolban School. Buddhism reached its apex
in Korea in the Koryo Period (918-1392) through
considerable construction projects sponsored by
the government. In the tenth century the Buddhist
Canon was printed, and a new edition printed
in the thirteenth century. In the eleventh cen-
tury, however, a great Buddhist scholar named
Uich’dn traveled to China, and sought to merge
the Son and Kyo traditions into a new school
based on Tiantai teachings. Uich’6n was followed
by Chinul (1158-1210), who became one of the
greatest reformers of Korean Buddhism. Chinul
sought to harmonize the great wisdom found in
the Kyo sutras with the deep wisdom and insight
brought by the Son meditation practices. Chinul’s
new order became known as the Chogye Order.

During the Choson or Yi Dynasty (1392-1910)
Buddhism suffered as Neo-Confucianism, adopt-
ed from China, became normative. Within sev-
eral hundred years, Buddhism was severely sup-
pressed, losing its state support and witnessing a
reduction in the number of monasteries and sects.
Eventually the number of sects was reduced to
two: a meditation sect and a textual sect. By 1623,
monks were barred even from living in the capital,
with this proviso remaining in effect until 1895.

In the aftermath of the Choson Dynasty, the
Japanese gradually assumed more and more con-
trol over Korean life. While the Japanese control
over Korea ended following the Second World
War, it was not before the two major sects of
Korean Buddhism officially coalesced into one
group known as the Chogye sect in 1935. Reli-
gious recovery has come slowly to Korea, but
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recent estimates indicate as many as six million
Buddhists practicing their faith in South Korea.

Korean Buddhist Schools

The Korean Buddhist tradition developed a rich
diversity of Buddhist sectarian traditions, import-
ed initially from China, and enriched by the ef-
fort of many Korean scholar-practitioner monks.

Son

This school was brought to Korea by a monk named
Pomnang who had studied Chan with the Chinese
figure Daoxin (580-651), the fourth Chan patri-
arch. He taught Chan practices in Korea, estab-
lishing the Son school. By the ninth century, addi-
tional SOn lineages were established in Korea and
within another century, they became highly or-
ganized, eventually founding the “Nine Mountains
Son School,” with each of the nine schools residing
on the mountain from which each took its name.

Kyeyul

The Kyeyul or Vinaya school was the first of the
five (Kyo) scholastic schools to arrive in Korea. This
school emphasized the institutional monastic pre-
cepts in an attempt to indicate that Buddhism was
more than simply meditative practices, or doctri-
nal ideas, and that the success of Buddhism de-
pended on a morally adept sangha of practitioners.

Hwaom

This school was founded by Uisang (625-702). He
traveled to China where he studied with Zhiyan
(602-669), the second Chinese patriarch of the
Huayan tradition. He returned to Korea in 670,
founding a monastery known as Pusok-sa in 676.
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This temple became the home of the Korean branch
of Huayan Buddhism known as the Hwaom Order.

Haedong

This school was based on the teachings of
Uisang’s friend Wonhyo. A great scholar, Wonhyo
emphasized the importance of the Avatamsaka-
stitra, but wanted to find a way to provide a
sense of unity among the Korean Buddhist
schools. His new school sought to practice hwa-
jaeng or “the harmonization of all disputes.”

Popsang

The fourth scholastic school of the Silla Period
was created by Wonch’uk (613-696), a scholar
who went to China to study Yogacara Buddhism in
Chang’an. He maintained the traditional Yogacara
approach that all phenomena are mind-based,
and that true realization involved transcend-
ing the apparent but incorrect distinction be-
tween mind and the phenomenal world of objects.

Yolban

The Yolban School is called the “Nirvana School.”
It was based on the Nirvana-sdtra, and focused
on the belief that all beings are endowed with
Buddha-nature, an inherent purity that could be
realized by engaging in proper Buddhist practice.

Although the above schools predominated in
Korean Buddhism, the Chinese version of Tiantai
Buddhism existed in Korea, as did Tantric Bud-
dhism. In addition, a modern form of Buddhism
know as Won also developed, started in 1924
by Chung-bin Pak (1891-1943), also known as
Sot’aesan. Won Buddhism is a “reformed” school of
Buddhism whose religious practice involves wor-
ship of a black circle said to represent the dhar-
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ma-kaya. For this reason, itis called the “round” or
“circular” school. Won Buddhism is not exclusively
monastic, as monks are permitted to marry. Since
1953 it has been on the rise in Korea, with over
500,000 disciples and 200 temples by 1975. It has
also become popular in many Western countries.

Modern Developments in Korean Buddhism

When the Japanese government annexed Korea in
August 1910, the Choson Dynasty officially end-
ed. While Buddhism was initially enhanced, allow-
ing monks to travel freely and enter cities for the
first time in hundreds of years, the enthusiasm
was quickly erased by the Temple Ordinance of
1911, which placed control of all Buddhist activi-
ties under the Japanese governor-general. In so
doing, the entirety of the Korean sangha was tar-
geted for control by the S6to Zen school of Japa-
nese Buddhism. Monks were encouraged to mar-
ry, resulting in a 1926 ordinance removing formal
rules prohibiting marriage for monastics. Eventu-
ally, the Kyo and Son schools united into the Cho-
gye Order in 1935. Following World War II, when
Korea regained its independence, the sangha was
once again split between those monks who re-
mained celibate and those who did not. Nearly a
decade later, when the government supported a
celibate order, violence erupted, and South Ko-
rea (in 1962) once again identified two distinct
orders: the original and celibate Chogye Order
founded in 1935, and a new group known as the
T’aego Order with married clergy. A nuns’ order
has been reestablished in South Korea, along with
a serious attempt to promote a strong and vibrant
Buddhist culture. In addition Korean groups have
begun appearing throughout the Western world,
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emphasizing a lay-oriented form of Son practice.

Japan: Historical Sketch

Japan’s indigenous religious tradition is Shinto,
generally referred to as the “way of the gods
(kami).” Into this environment, Buddhism was in-
troduced in 538 C.E. from Korea, when emissaries
were sent bearing Buddha-images and scriptures.
Within half a century, the regent, Prince Shotoku,
declared Buddhism to be the state religion. Some
sources even compare Shotoku to the Indian
king Asoka. As such, close ties between the Bud-
dhist sangha and secular power were established.

In the Nara Period of Japanese history (710-
784), an extensive program of temple construction
was promoted by Emperor Shomu.Shomu’s daugh-
ter Shotoku continued efforts favorable to Bud-
dhism. During this period, six academic traditions
of Buddhism were imported from China, essentially
without modification: (1) Jojitsu, (2) Kusha, (3) San-
ron, (4) Hosso, (5) Ritsu, and (6) Kegon. Study and
exegesis of Buddhist texts took place, as well as
much emphasis on Buddhist philosophical matters.

By 794, when the capital was moved to He-
ian (modern day Kyoto), Buddhism was ready to
blossom in Japan. Consequently, the Heian Period
(794-1185) may well be considered the high point
in Japanese Buddhist history. Two more important
Buddhist schools were imported from China: (1)
Tendai, introduced by Saicho (also called Dengyo
Daishi) in 805 and (2) Shingon, introduced by
Kikai (also called Kobo Daishi) in 816. Saicho set
up a training temple on Mount Hiei, utilizing a
twelve-year training period for those monks who
came to study and meditate with him. His temple
prospered, housing as many as thirty thousand
monks. Kikai, on the other hand, established the
headquarters of Shingon on Mount Koya, about
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fifty miles from the capital. Emphasizing the arts
and drawing on his personal brilliance, disciples
flocked to study with Kikai. Combining his writ-
ing and systematizing of Buddhist doctrine with
a keen aesthetic sense, Kiukai became a court
favorite. At one point, Mount Kdya was home to
almost a thousand temples, and Shingon be-
came even more popular than Tendai. Nonethe-
less, by the end of the Heian Period, both schools
became decadent. By the middle of the eleventh
century, it was felt that a period of decline of the
Dharma (known as mapp0d) had befallen Japan.

In the next period of Japanese history, known
as the Kamakura Period (1192-1338), rule was
conducted by military Shoguns and a warrior class
known as samurai. A number of new schools of
Buddhism arose in this period, perhaps in re-
sponse to a shift in power from the capital to the
provinces. Local temples were supported, and both
power and culture began to suffuse to the peasant
class for the first time. The first new school to ap-
pear was the Pure Land School (Jodo Shi), begun
by Honen (1133-1212). Moved by the notion of
mappo, Honen argued that recitation of the name
of Amida would ensure followers of rebirth in the
Western Paradise following their death. Honen’s
disciple Shinran (1173-1263) carried this notion
one step further by suggesting that one could
not earn their way into the Western Paradise, but
rather it was Amida’s vow to save all beings that
produced the desired result. Shinran’s innova-
tion was thus referred to as Jodo Shinshi or the
“True Pure Land” school. Around the same time, a
fisherman’s son known as Nichiren (1222-1282)
founded a new school named after him. Its basic
premise was that the truth of Buddhism was to
be found in the Lotus-sutra, with all other forms
of Buddhism being wrong. For Nichiren, salva-
tion was to be obtained by reciting the name of
the Lotus-sitra in the following invocation: Nam
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Myoho Renge Kyo (“Homage to the Scripture on
the Lotus of the Good Teaching”) while staring in-
tently at a diagram known as the daimoku. His
program was fiercely nationalistic, intending to
deliver the Japanese people from social and po-
litical chaos and ruin. Two major schools of Zen
were also introduced during the Kamakura Period.
Upon returning (in 1191) from a trip to China, Ei-
sai (1141-1215) began Rinzai Zen in which the
primary mode of attaining enlightenment (sa-
tori) was the use of seemingly nonsensical say-
ings known as kdans, aimed at moving the mind
beyond conceptualization to a direct perception
of reality. Rinzai was especially successful among
the samurai. More popular with the masses was
Soto Zen, begun by Dogen (1200-1253) upon his
return from China in 1227. In the So6to form of
Zen, one practices zazen, or sitting meditation,
with the intention of “just sitting” (known as shi-
kantaza), of manifesting the notion that one al-
ready is a Buddha. Because of its simplicity, it was
sometimes called “farmer’s Zen.” In any case, the
Kamakura Period also witnessed a general devel-
opment of the arts, and particularly the tea cere-
mony, Noh theater productions, and Haiku poetry.

The Ashikaga Period (1333-1573) divided
the country among feudal lords, leading to con-
tinual turmoil and eventually civil war. Only the
Zen monasteries remained peaceful places in
this period. The rest of Japanese Buddhism was
singularly militant. Buddhist militancy was ex-
tinguished by the Shogun Nobunaga who de-
stroyed the temples on Mount Hiei in 1571,
later decimating the Shingon center at Ne-
goro and the Jodo Shinsho complex in Osaka.

In 1603 lyeyasu Tokugawa established a mili-
tary dictatorship that lasted until 1867. This era,
known as the Tokugawa Period, marked a period
when Japan completely isolated itself from the

252 Japan: Historical Sketch Contents | Chapter 9: Tstart | lend



outside world. Although there was little religious
liberty, various Buddhist schools kept their tra-
ditions alive with scholarship and similar efforts.
Encouraged by Shintd nationalism, the Meiji Res-
toration began in 1868, lasting up to the Second
World War. In the time since 1945, nearly two hun-
dred new sects have arisen in Buddhism, gener-
ally referred to as “new religions” (shinko shiikyd).

Japanese Buddhist Schools

As noted above, Buddhist school were imported to
Japan during three major periods of Japanese his-
tory: the Nara Period, during which time six scho-
lastic schools were imported; the Heian Period,
during which time the Tendai and Shingon schools
appeared; and the Kamakura Period, during which
time the Pure Land traditions, Zen, and Nichiren ap-
peared. Collectively, the Buddhist schools helped
shape Japanese culture, influencing everything
from religious life to fine arts and architecture.

Kusha

The Kusha school is based on the Indian Buddhist
text known as the Abhidharmakosa, from which
the school takes its name. It reflects the teachings
of the Chinese Jushe school, offering a detailed
analysis of the elements of existence (dharmas),
which were held to be real. The school was in-
troduced to Japan in 658 by two monks who had
studied with the famous Chinese monk Xuanzang.

Jojitsu

This school is named after the Indian Buddhist
text to which its name refers: the Satyasid-
dha-$astra. It is based on the Chinese Cheng-
shi school, and was brought to Japan by a Ko-
rean monk named Hyegwan (Ekwan in Japanese),
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who traveled from Koguryo, arrived in Japan in
625, and settled at Horyl-ji temple. This school
offered a critique of the Kusha school, empha-
sizing the emptiness (Shnyata) of all elements.

Sanron

This school is another of six academic tradi-
tions of Japanese Buddhism during the Nara Pe-
riod, imported without substantial modifica-
tion, from China. It corresponds to the Indian
Madhyamika and Chinese Sanlun schools of Bud-
dhism. The school was brought to Japan in 625
(along with the Jojitsu school) by the Korean monk
Ekwan, a disciple of Jizang’s who lived at Genko-
ji temple. The Sanron school never had the im-
pact on Japan that its counterpart did on China.

Hosso

This school is the Japanese version of the Chinese
Faxiang (Sanskrit: Yogacara) school of Buddhism.
The teachings were introduced to Japan on at least
four separate occasions by: (1) Dosho, who went
to China in 653 and studied under Xuanzang, (2)
Chitst and Chidatsu, who went to China in 658
also studying under Xuanzang, (3) Chiho, Chiran,
and Chiyt, who went to China in 703 studying un-
der Zhizhou, and (4) Gembo, who went to China in
716 and studied under Zhizhou. Doshd’s lineage,
passed on through the famous monk Gyogi (668-
749), is referred to as the Southern Temple, while
Gembd’s lineage is called the Northern Temple.

Ritsu

This is the Japanese Vinaya school of Buddhism.
It was brought to Japan from China by Jianzhen,
a monk of the Li school, in 754. He built an or-
dination platform at Todai-ji temple, as well as
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several other branches. This school adhered to
the Dharmaguptaka Vinaya, known in Chinese as
the “Vinaya in Four Parts” (Sifenld). It contained
250 rules for monks and 348 rules for nuns. In
the Heian Period (794-1185) the school declined,
especially because the Tendai master Saicho
eliminated the formal Vinaya as too rigorous, re-
taining only a modified version. It experienced a
modest revival during the Kamakura Priod (1192-
1338), and continues today as a small school.

Kegon

This school of Japanese Buddhism is derived from
the Kegon-kyo or “Flower Ornament Satra” (San-
skrit: Avatamsaka-satra; Chinese: Huayan Ching)
and playing a role in the Nara period of Japanese
history. Brought to Japan by the Chinese monk
Shen-hsiang around 740, it was avidly promot-
ed by Emperor Shomu. The main monastery of
the school was Todai-ji in Nara, where the em-
peror built a huge statue of the Buddha Vairo-
cana. The emperor’s keen interest in Kegon was
political as much as religious, and the school was
primarily attractive to the elite. With the coming
of the Heian Period, the Kegon school lost most
of its influence in Japanese Buddhist culture.

Tendai

This Japanese Buddhist school is equivalent to the
Chinese Tiantai, brought to Japan by Saicho (767-
822) in the eighth century. After building a small
monastery on Mount Hiei, Saicho was sent to Chi-
na to study, focusing essentially on Tiantai, but
also including other schools. Upon returning, he
consolidated his teaching into the Tendai school.
Doctrinally, there is little difference between the
Chinese and Japanese versions of the school, and
both lay great emphasis on the Lotus-sitra as the
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primary scripture. A twelve year training period for
Tendai monkswas instituted, indicative of the great
emphasis the school placed on the moral life. There
is also an esoteric aspect to the Tendai school.

Shingon

This is the esoteric school of Buddhism in Ja-
pan, founded by Kikai (774-835). Ordained at
twenty, Kdkai traveled to China in 804, studying
the Zhenyan-yen or “True Word” school exten-
sively. Upon his return to Japan in 805, he be-
came head monk at Todai-ji, but left to found his
own monastery on Mt. Koya in 816. This mon-
astery became the main center of the Shingon
school. Like all schools of Buddhist Tantra, the
Shingon school emphasizes ritual practices in-
volving mantras, mandalas, and mudras, as well
as various meditational practices. It identifies
with Vairocana Buddha, and engages in a variety
of initiation (abhiseka) and empowerment rites.

Jodo Sha and Jodo Shinshi

The Pure Land School (Jodo Shi) of Japanese Bud-
dhism was founded by Honen (1133-1212). Al-
though originally a Tendai monk, Honen embraced
the Pure Land ideal primarily through the teach-
ings of Shandao and Genshin after having become
convinced that the Tendai path was becoming in-
creasingly unworkable as a means for attaining
salvation. Of course, Pure Land teachings had been
in Japan at least since the time of Ennin (794-864),
who had studied it and other traditions while in
China, but Honen is regarded as the “founder” of
the school in Japan. The textual basis of the school
remained the Larger and Smaller Sukhavativyuha-
sttras, as well as the Amitayurdhyana-sutra,
and the religious practice focused on the Nem-
butsu, thus identifying it as an “other-power” or
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“easy path” approach to salvation. For HoOnen,
the formula “Namu Amida Butsu” was a means of
strengthening one’s faith in Amida, not merely an
expression of trust, and was considered by him an
appropriate religious practice in a period of Dhar-
ma decline (called mappo in Japanese Buddhism).
Unlike its later offshoot, Jodo Shinshi, Honen’s
school continued the Buddhist monastic tradition.
Honen’s school was both threatening and alienat-
ing to the more formal and established Buddhist
schools of the time, resulting in a five year ex-
ile, terminated only one year prior to his death.

The True Pure Land School (Jodo Shinshi) of
Japanese Buddhismwas founded by Shinran(1173-
1263), and based on the Jodo Shi of HOnen (1133-
1212) that preceded it. The school is based on the
Pure Land texts which emphasize the saving grace
of Amida (Sanskrit: Amitabha) Buddha. Shinran’s
religious practice focuses on the recitation of the
formula known as the Nembutsu, precisely stated
as Namu Amida Butsu (“Homage to Amida Bud-
dha”). This formula is an expression of complete
trust in Amida, recitation of which presumably
guarantees the disciple’s rebirth in the Pure Land.
Since it is Amida’s effort that results in the reli-
gious advancement of the disciple, this school falls
under the designation of tariki, the “other-power”
or “easy path” tradition in Japanese Buddhism.
Unlike many other schools of Japanese Buddhism,
Jodo Shinshi is an exclusively lay organization
with no formally monastic tradition. Nonetheless,
it has an extensive series of temples and function-
ing clergy. The head of the organization is known
as the abbot, located at the main temple, with the
position being maintained on a hereditary basis.
Today Jodo Shinshi has two main divisions (Otani
and Honganji), both having their main centers in
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Kyoto. Collectively, the school maintains the larg-
est membership of all Japanese Buddhist schools.

Zen

Zen is aJapanese technical term (short for Zen-na)
said to be atransliteration of the Chinese term Chan
or Channa, which in turn, is a transliteration of the
Sanskrit technical term for meditation or dhyana.
It refers to a meditative practice in which one
seeks to bring the mind under control as a step in
the process of attaining enlightenment. Although
a variety of Zen “schools” developed in Japan, they
all emphasize Zen as a teaching that does not de-
pend on sacred texts, that provides the potential
for direct realization, that the realization attained
is none other than the Buddha nature possessed
by each sentient being, and that transmission oc-
curs outside the teaching. This last statement is
traced to the apparently initial transmission of the
teaching from the Buddha Sakyamuni to Kasyapa
in a silent sermon on Vulture’s Peak. In so doing,
a lineage was established which is considered un-
broken, despite Buddhism’s transmission into a
large variety of cultures in its 2,500 year history.

The Rinzai Zen school of Buddhism was brought
to Japan by Eisai Zenji (1141-1215) and continued
the Linji Chan tradition from China by combining
meditative practice with the use of koans. Eisai
traveled to China first in 1168 and again in 1187,
receiving the seal of enlightenment in the Huang-
long lineage of the Linji Chan tradition, known in
Japan as the Oryd school. Although this was the
first Zen school in Japan, it died out rather quick-
ly, being supplanted by the Rinzai Yogi school of
Zen. The Rinzai Yogi school has produced a long
line of famous masters dating back to the thir-
teenth century. They paved the way for more re-
cent individuals like Hakuin Zenji (1685-1768).
The Rinzai school of Zen, along with Sotd, is one
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of two active schools today. It continues to rely
on kdan practice and strict discipline, and for this
reason has become very popular outside Japan.

The SOt Zen school of Buddhism was brought
to Japan by Dogen Zenji (1200-1253) and contin-
ued the Caodong Chan tradition of China. Origi-
nally a student of Eisai (1141-1215), Dogen went
to China in 1223. He experienced enlightenment
under the Chan master Tientong Rujing (1163-
1228), and received Dharma transmission from
him. Returning to Japan, he eventually became
abbot of Kosho-ji monastery, and about a de-
cade later founded Daibutsu-ji monastery, later
referred to as Eihei-ji, one of the two main mon-
asteries of Sotd Zen. Although the goal of Soto
Zen, gaining enlightenment, remains identical to
that of Rinzai Zen, the methods of the two main
schools of Zen are quite different. Soto utilizes
a practice known as shikantaza or “just sitting.”
It presumes that sitting in meditation itself (i.e.,
zazen) is an expression of Buddha nature. Rinzai
combines sitting meditation with the use of kdans,
enigmatic, riddle-like “public cases” designed to
dramatically push the mind beyond conceptual
thought patterns, fostering sudden illumination.
Sot0 Zen continues to play a prominent role in
modern Japanese Buddhism, and is one of the
most popular Zen forms exported outside Japan.

Nichiren

Nichiren (1222-1282) was the founder of a Japa-
nese Buddhist school named after him and pro-
fessing the belief that salvation could be attained
by reciting the name of the Lotus-sitra. Born into
a fisherman’s family, Nichiren was ordained at
age fifteen, and like many famous Buddhist fig-
ures before him, went to study at the Tendai mo-
nastic complex on Mount Hiei. While he was criti-
cal of the other Buddhist schools of the time, he
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felt that the Tendai tradition came closest to the
true Buddhist message. However, he felt that even
this tradition had minimized emphasis on the
Lotus-sitra, which he felt was the most impor-
tant scripture of the school, causing him to leave
Mount Hiei in favor of a monastery closer to his
home. He set about to personally save Japan from
the social and political ruin that he was certain
would result from practicing the “wrong” religion
espoused by the traditional Buddhist sects. He
even predicted an invasion of Japan. As a result,
he professed the notion that the Lotus-sitra was
the only Buddhist text suited to religious prac-
tice in a time of Dharma decline (mapp0), and that
recitation of its title was the means to liberation.
The religious practice cultivated by Nichiren in-
volved recitation of the phrase Nam Myoho Renge
Kyo or “Homage to the Scripture of the Lotus of
the Good Teaching,” while gazing at a diagram
known as the gohonzon, a mandala-like form
with the above words inscribed on it. His revolu-
tionary notions and approach resulted in his ex-
ile, and he was not allowed to return to Kamakura
until 1274, following an attempted Mongol in-
vasion that Nichiren felt vindicated him. A Bud-
dhist school known as the Nichiren-sha grew up
around the figure of Nichiren, emphasizing both
his emphasis on the efficacy of the Lotus-sitra
and his extreme sense of Japanese nationalism.

Recent Developments In Japanese Buddhism

Following Japan’s defeat in World War Il, religious
life changed dramatically. State Shinto, which had
been hostile to Japanese Buddhism, was no lon-
ger in control. The American occupation provided
Japan with a renewed contact with Western cul-
ture. The aftermath of the war offered more than
just a new secular role for the government, pro-
viding an influx of Western political, economic,
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261 Key Points

and intellectual ideas. Formerly Buddhist Soto
and Rinzai schools, for example, became Kom-
azawa and Hanazono Universities, respectively.

Most significantly, new religions (shinko
shiikyd) began to appear an flourish. The most
significant of these is Soka Gakkai, or the “Society
of Creation of Values,” founded by Tsunesabaro
Makiguchiin 1938. Based on the teaching of Nich-
iren, it has promoted a series of profoundly this-
worldly goals and personal well being. More than
just a religion, it has developed a political party
known as the Komeito, as well as an international
organization known as Soka Gakkai International,
with centers in most of the cities of the Western
world. Soka Gakkaiis rivaled by another movement,
known as Rissho Kosei-kai, which is also based
on the efficacious teaching of the Lotus-sdtra.
Founded in 1938 by Niwano Nikkyo and Nagamu-
na Myoko, it tries to actualize what the school calls
the “seeing self’—identical to the Buddha-nature
present in all beings—through societal relation-
ships. Each of these groups has afforded a more
equal role to women, offering a more enlight-
ened approach to Buddhism in the modern world.

Key Points You Need to Know

e Although Buddhism was introduced to
China in the Han Dynasty, it took cen-
turies to fully acculturate.

e The high point of Chinese Buddhism
was the Sui and Tang Dynasties (618-
906 C.E.).

e The major Chinese Buddhist schools
include: Jushe, Chengshi, Li, Zhenyan,
Sanlun, Faxiang, Tiantai, Huayan, Chan,
and Jingtu.

e Buddhism arrived in Korea from China
in 373 C.E. and has proceeded intact
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e The Major Korean Buddhist schools
include: SOon, Kyeyul, Hwaom, Haedong,
Popsang, and Yolban.

e Buddhism arrived in Japan from Korea
in 538 C.E.

e Many Buddhist schools developed dur-
ing the Nara Period and the Kamakura
Period.

e The Major Japanese Buddhist schools
include: Kusha, Jojitsu, Sanron, Hosso,
Ritsu, Kegon, Tendai, Shingon, Jodo and
Jodo Shinshi, Zen, and Nichiren.

e Since 1945 many new religions (shinko
shikyo), many with Buddhist ties, have
developed.

Additional Material at Buddhism Online:
Self Test Questions
Class Discussion Questions
Essay Questions
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CHAPTER 10

Buddhism in Tibet

In This Chapter

This chapter explores the development of

Tibetan Buddhism. It considers the histori-

cal development of the tradition, the major

schools of Tibetan Buddhism as well as

their founders and major texts, famous

Buddhist figures and places, Tantra, the

tradition of the Dalai Lama, and the Tibet-

an Holocaust.

Main Topics Covered

e The Historical Development of Tibetan
Buddhism from the Seventh Century C.E.
up to the Present

e The Major Schools of Tibetan Buddhism:
Nyingma, Sakya, Kagyu (and Karma Ka-
gyu), Gelug, Kadampa, and Dzogchen

e Famous Buddhist Figures, including
Padmasambhava, Atisa, Tilopa, Naropa,
Marpa, Milarepa, Gampopa, and Tsong-
khapa

e Tantra, including its Basic Structure and
Major Texts

e The Tradition of the Dalai Lama

e The Chinese Annexation of Tibet and its
Implications for Tibetan Buddhism

Historical Sketch

Tibet is sometimes referred to as the “Land of
the Snows,” by virtue of its status as the high-


http://www.buddhanet.net/e-learning/history/tib_timeline.htm

est country in the world. Situated on about 1.5
million square miles of rigorous and mountainous
terrain, it has a population of only about six mil-
lion people. Located between India and China, it
has only minimal resources and few trade routes
to connect it with other cultures and economies.
Prior to the appearance of Buddhism in Tibet,
the pre-Buddhist religion seems to have been
a proto-shamanistic tradition known as Boén. In
this tradition, the central figure was the bon, or
the individual who cries out to evoke the gods.
Two kinds of Bon developed in Tibet: White Bon
and Black Bon. The former was a positive tradi-
tion, involving suppression of evil spirits and the
worship of ancient Tibetan deities, while the lat-
ter was negative, dealing with black magic and
the like. Eventually, many of the Bon traditions
found their way into Buddhism. John Powers sug-
gested that Buddhism’s introduction to Tibet “is
believed to have been accomplished by the efforts
of various Buddhas and bodhisattvas, who first
prepared the populace for the Dharma and then
assumed human forms in order to propagate it.”

Tibet’s first historical contact with Buddhism
comes in the reign of Songtsen Gampo (Srong-bt-
san-sgam-po) (616-650). Legend suggests that
the daughter of King Amsuvarman of Nepal mar-
ried this Tibetan king and established the cult of
Tara. Equally, when the king conquered Chinese
border areas, Tibetans went to China to study. And
there is a rich history of contact with Central Asian
kingdoms such as Khotan and Kucha. Sometime
around 632, the king sent an emissary to Kasmir
to establish a script for the Tibetan language.

By the eighth century, King Trisong Det-
sen (Khri-srong-lde-brstan) (755-797) estab-
lished the first Buddhist monastery in Tibet,
had Buddhist texts translated from Chinese and
Sanskrit, and brought the renowned scholar
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Santaraksita from Nalanda University to Tibet. He
also brought Padmasambhava, an accomplished
Tantric master, to Tibet. One Tibetan Buddhist
sect, the Nyingma (rNying-ma), claims Padma-
sambhava as its founder. Precisely because Ti-
bet had contacts with both India and China, there
was much controversy, and perhaps even con-
fusion, about Buddhist doctrines and practices.

Eventually, a council was held near Lhasa
under the reign of King Trisong Detsen in 792-
794. Tibetan Buddhism in the sixth century was
complicated by the fact that the king, Songtsen
Gampo, was married to both Nepalese and Chi-
nese wives, thus affording a dual input of infor-
mation and practice relative to Buddhism. Fol-
lowing the completion of the great monastery
at Samye (bSam-yas) in 787, a council was con-
vened there to resolve the differences between
the Tantric notions of Padmasambhava, the ear-
lier Indian Buddhist ideals of Santaraksita, and
the Chinese viewpoints present. The council took
the form of a debate between Santariksita and a
Chinese monk generally called Huashang in the
literature. The Chinese monk argued for the no-
tion of “sudden” enlightenment while Santiraksita
argued for “gradual” enlightenment. Santiraksita
also stressed the efficacy of meritorious action
which Huashang refuted. The Chinese position
was soundly defeated, continuing an Indian ba-
sis for the development of Tibetan Buddhism.
After the debate, the Chinese participants left
the country. As a result of the Indian scholar’s
victory, Tibetan Buddhism continued to owe
its development largely to the Indian tradition.

Despite a short interlude in which Tibet-
an Buddhism was persecuted under the reign
of Lang Darma (gLang-dar-ma) (838-842), the
Buddhist tradition prospered in Tibet. Within two
hundred years, a great monk-scholar from In-
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dia named Atisa arrived in Tibet to infuse new
Buddhist understanding into the tradition and
to help establish the Tibetan sangha on firmer
footing. Atisa’s chief disciple Dromdoén (‘Brom-
ston) established the Kadampa (bKa-gdams-
pa) school, representing the first Tibetan Bud-
dhist school with a clear historical origin. Later,
the Kagyu (bKa-rgyud) school was founded by
Marpa (1012-1097), a great Tantric master who
had traveled to India for his training. Marpa’s lin-
eage was carried on by Milarepa (Mi-la-ras-pa)
(1040-1123), a great poet-saint, and Milarepa’s
disciple Gampopa (sGam-po-pa) (1079-1173)
established the first monasteries of this new tra-
dition. Also around this time, the Sakya (Sa-skya)
school began (1073), emphasizing scholarship.

The last major school of Tibetan Buddhism,
known as Gelug (dGe-lugs), was founded by
Tsongkhapa (1357-1419). Modeled on the fa-
mous Indian monastic universities, the Gelug
school established its own major centers near
the capital of Lhasa. Members observed a strict
discipline, emphasized both esoteric and exo-
teric traditions, and distinguished themselves
by wearing yellow ceremonial hats (in contrast
to the red hats worn by the other sects). Tsong-
khapa’s third successor was identified as an in-
carnation of Avalokitesvara, and was proclaimed
the first Dalai Lama, seen as both the religious
and political head of Tibetan Buddhism. This lin-
eage continues today, with the fourteenth Dalai
Lama having been enthroned in 1950, just pri-
or to the Communist Chinese invasion of Tibet.
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Over time, Tibetan Buddhism spread to Sikkim,
Bhutan, Mongolia, and even into the Soviet Union.

Major Schools of Tibetan Buddhism

Tibetan Buddhism is best known for its four major
schools traced immediately below. They all reflect
a Mahayana philosophical orientation, and are as-
sociated with particular teaching lineages, which
are preserved today in the modern world. Each
lineage traces its heritage back to particular In-
dian teachers, and to special practices, yet they
all reflect a common Indian Buddhist heritage.

Nyingma (rNying-ma)

This is the earliest of four major schools of Ti-
betan Buddhists, literally titled “Ancient Ones.”
The school of Buddhism traces its origin back to
the foundation of Buddhism in Tibet in the sev-
enth and eighth centuries. It seems to possess
authentic Indian Buddhist teachings brought to
Tibet primarily by Padmasambhava. It is perhaps
the least political of the Tibetan Buddhist schools.
Early in its history, Tibetan Buddhism was perse-
cuted by King Lang Darma (836-842). In response
to the threat, many of the sacred texts were hid-
den by Padmasambhava and others for protection
and designated Terma (gter-ma) or “treasures”
to be resurrected at a safer time. Thus, the Ny-
ingma school has the largest corpus of Terma lit-
erature of any of the four schools. Its religious
practice revolves around the Dzogchen (rDzogs-
chen) (or Atiyoga) technique. Within about a cen-
tury there was to be something of a renaissance
in Western and Central Tibet, focusing on figures
such as AtiSa, Marpa, and others, and radically
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changing the nature of Tibetan Buddhism, re-
sulting in three new major schools of Buddhism.

Sakya (Sa-skya)

This school of Tibetan Buddhism was founded
by Drokmi (‘Brog-mi), taking its name from the
monastery he founded in 1073. Drokmi was a
contemporary of Atisa, and studied at Vikramasila
monastery in India for eight years. In his teach-
ing he emphasized the “new” Tantras of Atisa and
Rinchen Sangpo (Rin-chen bzang-po). The ab-
bots of the monastery founded by Drokmi (and
coming from the Khon family) had enormous
power during the twelfth and thirteenth centuries,
were highly respected for their extensive learn-
ing, and were permitted to marry. Drokmi passed
on the Sakya lineage to his son, and thereafter
it was usual to pass the lineage from uncle to
nephew. The school was also especially inter-
ested in matters of Buddhist logic. Sakya Pandita
established a relationship with Mongolia, and
his nephew Chogyel Pakpa (Chos-rGyal ‘Phags-
pa) (1235-1280) was prelate to Kublai Khan. The
school also strongly influenced Tsongkhapa and
the Gelugs sect. The school is still prominent in
the modern world, both in Asia and the West.

Kagyu (bKa-rgyud)

This Tibetan Buddhist school traces its origins to
Marpa (1012-1097) and is regarded as one of the
four primary schools of Tibetan Buddhism. Marpa
was a Tibetan Buddhist skilled in Sanskrit who trav-
eled to India, eventually receiving Tantric teach-
ing from Tilopa and Naropa. Based on the teach-
ings he brought back to Tibet, he laid the ground
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for the Kagyu school, emphasizing the practice
of Mahamudra and the “Six Dharmas of Naropa.”

The “Six Dharmas of Naropa,” are a set of
Vajrayana doctrines taught to Naropa by his guru
Tilopa. These teachings were in turn transmit-
ted to Marpa, Naropa’s student, who brought
them to Tibet where they became an instrumen-
tal part of the Kagyu school of Buddhism. The six
teachings include: (1) the product of inner heat,
(2) experience of one’s body as illusory, (3) the
dream state, (4) clear light perception, (5) the
in-between (rebirth) state, and (6) conscious-
ness transference. When properly practiced,
the Six Dharmas of Naropa lead to the attain-
ment of supernormal powers known as siddhi.

Marpa passed on his teachings to his clos-
est disciple Milarepa (1040-1123) who became
the greatest poet-saint in Tibetan history. Milare-
pa in turn was the spiritual master of Gampopa
(1079-1153) who organized the Kagyu school and
founded its first monasteries. Following Gampopa,
the school subdivided into four major groups and
eight lesser schools. In the Kagyu school, much
emphasis is placed on the direct transmission of
teaching from spiritual master to spiritual heir.

Karma-Kagyu (Karma bKa-rgyud)

This important subsect of the Kagyu school of Ti-
betan Buddhism was founded in the twelfth cen-
tury by Tisum Khyenpa (Dus-gSum mKhyen-pa)
(1110-1193), known as the first Karmapa. The
lineage of the tradition is established through
the line of Karmapas that has remained unbroken
from the time of the founder. The founder of the
school built a number of monasteries, with many
of his successors expanding their sphere of in-
fluence and importance of the subsect. They are
known as the “Black Hat” sect because of the black
hat, supposedly made of the hair of 10,000,000
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dakinis (or female demons) worn by the Kar-
mapa on certain ritual occasions. The tradition
has produced many famous lamas, including the
nineteenth century figure Jamgodn Kongtril (‘Jam-
mgon Kon-sprul) and the most recent Karma-
pa Rigpe Dorje (1924-1982), who preserved the
lineage during and after the Tibetan Holocaust,
establishing a major center in Rumtek, Sikkim.

Gelug (dGe-lug)

This Tibetan Buddhist school was founded by
Tsongkhapa (1357-1419). Tsongkhapa, the
founder of the school, not only joined the or-
der as a young boy, and had extensive training
in both the exoteric and esoteric Buddhist tradi-
tions, but also was profoundly influenced by the
Kadampa school. Consequently, the Gelug school
that Tsongkhapa founded literally means “School
of the Virtuous,” and reflects both an emphasis
on the Vinaya and systematic study of the doc-
trinal texts. The school is sometimes referred to
as the “Yellow Hat School” because they reject-
ed the traditional red hat of the prior Buddhist
schools in favor of the yellow hat now tradition-
al in their group. They became the most influ-
ential of the Tibetan Buddhist schools, and once
the line of the Dalai Lamas was established within
this school, the Gelug school was afforded politi-
cal leadership as well. Like all other surviving Ti-
betan Buddhist schools, they pursue their activity
in exile in the aftermath of the Tibetan Holocaust.

Kadampa (bKa-gdams-pa)

The Kadmapa is a Tibetan Buddhist school found-
ed by Dromdon (‘Brom-ston) (1008-1064), chief
disciple of Atisa. Apparently the sect received the
name Kadampa because it held to the authorita-
tive word (bKa-gdams) of Atisa as embodied in the
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Bodhipathapradipaor“Lamp for the Way of Enlight-
enment.” Dromdon and his immediate successors
were referred to as the “earlier” Kadampa, and al-
though they did not survive for very long, their tra-
ditions were later adopted by Tsongkhapa. Drom-
don eventually founded a monastery which housed
Atisa’s relics, and was succeeded there by a series
of his own disciples. He established a monastery
north of Lhasa which became the main center of
the school. The school carried on Atisa’s concern
for proper monastic practice and Tantric ritual.

Dzogchen (rDzogs-chen)

Dzogchen is the Atiyoga tradition of meditation
broughtto Tibet by Padmasambhavaand Vimalam-
itra, and forming the essential practice of the Ny-
ingma school of Buddhism. It was systematized
by Longchenpa (kLong-chen-pa) in the fourteenth
century. In this system, ultimate reality, referred
to as dharma-kaya, is personified as the Buddha
Samantabhadra. In the simplest sense, Dzogchen
aims at the pure awareness of this ultimate reality.

Famous Buddhist Figures and Places

Tibetan Buddhism has benefited from a long se-
ries of remarkable figures who have enhanced
its tradition and preserved its heritage, despite
sometimes incredibly difficult circumstances.
These individuals represent the living embodi-
ment of profound religious experience, began
teaching lineages that still exist in the mod-
ern world, and defined Buddhist practices that
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have developed the Tibetan tradition. The most
famous of these figures are described below.

Padmasambhava

Padmasambha was a Tantric Mahasiddha from
Kasmir who came to Tibet in the late eighth cen-
tury and was instrumental in the development of
early Tibetan Buddhism. When King Trisong Detsen
(755-797) wanted to found a Buddhist monastery
during his reign, Padmasambhava was invited to
Tibet to exorcise the demons of the indigenous Bon
religion from around the site. This being accom-
plished, the monastery of Samye was established
sometime around 787, on a site about thirty miles
from Lhasa. It is difficult to estimate exactly how
long Padmasambhava actually stayed in Tibet, but
he had a profound impact on the Buddhist tradi-
tion there, generally being regarded as the found-
er of the Nyingma school of Tibetan Buddhism. He
is still revered by this school under the name Guru
Rinpoche. During his stay in Tibet, Padmasamb-
hava hid a great many authoritative texts called
Terma (gter-ma) of the Nyingma school which he
expected to be discovered in the future to be ex-
pounded upon by appropriately qualified people
known as Tertdns (gter-ston). Consequently, the
school founded by Padmasambhava has the most
extensive collection of Terma texts of any school
of Tibetan Buddhism, including Padmasambha-
va’s biography and the Tibetan Book of the Dead.

The Tibetan Book of the Dead, or Bardo Thodol
(Bar-do thos-grol) in Tibetan, is a text attrib-
uted to Padmasambhava and belonging to the
category of texts identified above as Terma
(gter-ma). The text elucidates six kinds of “in-
between states” (bar-do), or those conditions
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that result in the forty-nine days between the
time one dies and is reborn into a new form:
the (1) birth bardo, (2) dream bardo, (3) medi-
tation bardo, (4) experience of death bardo, (5)
supreme reality bardo, and (6) state of becom-
ing bardo. The final three bardos are linked

to the three bodies of the Buddha (trikaya).
The experience of death bardo is associated
with the dharma-kaya or ultimate body, dur-
ing which time a white light is manifested. The
supreme reality bardo is associated with the
sambhoga-kaya or enjoyment body, during
which time lights in five colors appear, with
each color being associated with a mandala
representing one of the five “Buddha families”
in Tantric theory. Finally, the state of becoming
bardo is associated with the nirmana-kaya or
the apparition body, during which time lesser
lights associated with the six states of exis-
tence (bhavacakra) are manifested. The strong
imagery and rituals associated with the text
are designed to help the adept attain libera-
tion. A number of English translations of the
text are available, beginning with that of W. Y.
Evans-Wentz, originally published in 1927.

Atisa

Atisa (982-1054) was a famous Bengali Buddhist
scholar who arrived in Tibet in 1042, spending
the last years of his life there. Atisa was invited to
Tibet from the monastic university of Vikramasila
on the basis of his vast knowledge of both the ex-
oteric and esoteric Buddhist teachings. He helped
Tibetan Buddhism purify the sangha, emphasizing
celibacy and strict practice, and continued teach-
ing Tantra until his death. His primary writing in
this period was the Bodhipathapradipa or “Lamp
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for the Way of Enlightenment.” Atisa’s work also
had much influence on later Tibetan Buddhists,
especially Tsongkhapa and the Gelug school.

Tilopa (989-1069)

Tilopa was a great Mahasiddha and teacher of
Naropa. His name literally means “crusher of
sesame,” presumably a reflection of his long-
time occupation in Bengal, following a long pe-
riod of collecting esoteric teachings and practices
throughout India. Although Tilopa is often de-
scribed as being quite erratic, appearing only par-
tially clothed, and acting “crazy,” he transmitted the
Tantric practices he unified to Naropa. Under the
name of the Six Dharmas of Naropa, these teach-
ings were taken to Tibet where they were instru-
mental in the Kagyu school of Tibetan Buddhism.

Naropa

Naropa was a Vajrayana practitioner and disciple
of Tilopa who was instrumental in the develop-
ment of Tibetan Buddhism through the teach-
ings he imparted to his student Mar-pa. He was
a scholar turned yogi, having abandoned his
position at Nalanda university in order to pur-
sue training under Tilopa. It was through Naropa
that Marpa received the Mahamudra teaching,
as well as that set of teachings known as the Six
Dharmas of Naropa. As a result of his associa-
tion with Marpa, Naropa is regarded as a critical
figure in the Kagyu school of Tibetan Buddhism.

Marpa (1012-1097)

Marpa was an important Tibetan Buddhist re-
garded as the founder of the Kagyu school of Ti-
betan Buddhism. As a married householder who
was skilled in Sanskrit, Marpa went to India on
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three occasions in search of Dharma instruction.
On his first visit he met a great master named
Naropa under whom he trained for many years
at Nalanda. Following a second visit to India, he
took Milarepa as his disciple. On his third visit,
late in life, Marpa met Naropa a final time, and
also met the famed teacher Atisa (982-1054)
who came to Tibet in 1042. Marpa is credited
with bringing the Mahamudra teaching to Tibet,
as well as the Six Dharmas of Naropa. Sometimes
called “The Translator,” the Kagyu school of Ti-
betan Buddhism begins its lineage with Marpa.

Milarepa (Mi-Las Ras-pa) (1040-1123)

Milarepa, whose name means “Cotton-Clad Mila,”
was a famous disciple of Marpa and is regarded
as the greatest poet-saint in Tibetan Buddhism.
While his early life is interesting, it is overshad-
owed by those events prior to and after he became
Marpa’s student. He became Marpa’s student in
middle age, initially acting only as his servant.
Milarepa was subjected to a seemingly enormous
number of tests and trials by the master for six
years prior to receiving any significant Dharma
instruction. He eventually received teaching from
Marpa, particularly concentrating on the Six Dhar-
mas of Naropa, and became the second patriarch
of the Kagyu lineage. Milarepa spent many years
living alone in the caves of the Himalayas, only
gradually accepting disciples. During this period
of solitude, he composed many songs reflecting
teaching. These he shared with his closest dis-
ciple Gampopa (1079-1153) who organized the
Kagyu school and founded its first monasteries.

Gampopa (sGam-po-pa) (1079-1153)

Gampopa was a disciple of Milarepa, a major fig-
ure in the Kagyu lineage of Tibetan Buddhism,
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credited with beginning the monastic tradition
in that lineage. Sometimes called the “Doctor
of Dvag-po,” Gampopa became a monk in the
Kadamspa lineage at age twenty-six, following
the death of his wife. Six years later, he under-
took a period of training with Milarepa, acquir-
ing his major teaching (and Dharma transmis-
sion) in just over a year. These teachings included
the Six Dharmas of Naropa and Mahamudra. He
is famous for his text known as The Jewel Or-
nament of Liberation. Following Gampopa, the
Kagyud tradition split into four major groups.

Tsongkhapa (Tsong-kha-pa) (1357-1419)

Tsongkhapa was an important Tibetan Buddhist
who founded the influential Gelug school of Tibet-
an Buddhism. Born in Northeast Tibet, he entered
the Buddhist order as a novice during his child-
hood. He studied in central Tibet, examined all
the basic areas of Buddhist scholarship, and was
especially fond of both logic and Vinaya. Tsong-
khapa took full ordination at age twenty-five, and
began what was at first a modest teaching career.
Within a quarter-century he was a major figure in
Lhasa, had moved away from the Kadamspa school
and begun the Gelug school or “School of the Vir-
tuous.” It was so named because Tsongkhapa un-
derscored both an emphasis on Vinaya and doc-
trinal study. Tsongkhapa was regarded as a great
scholar, implementing a monastic curriculum that
led to a sort of spiritual Ph.D. known as the Geshe
degree. His writings fill more than a dozen vol-
umes, includes the voluminous Lam-rim chen-
mo, an exceedingly important text on the stages
of the Buddhist path. The sect he founded contin-
ues today, known as the “Yellow Hat School.” The
lineage of the Dalai Lama also was established
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within the school founded by Tsongkhapa, mak-
ing the school a political as well as religious force.

Samye (bSam-yas)

The first Buddhist monastery built in Tibet, prob-
ably completed around 787 during the reign of
King Trisong Detsen. It is located about thirty
miles from Lhasa. Presumably founded by Padma-
sambhava and Santiraksita, and modeled on the
Indian Buddhist temple of Odantapuri in Bengal, a
Sarvastivadin ordination lineage was established
at Samye, and it became a lively place for religious
discussion and debate. It was the site of a famous
debate between Santiraksita’s pupil Kamalasila
and a Chinese monk known as Huashang over the
issue of sudden versus gradual enlightenment. In
spirited debate, Kamalasila successfully defended
the Indian position, thus establishing the efficacy
of the Indian standpoint for Tibetan Buddhism.

Tantra and Tantric Texts

Tantra is a technical term, literally meaning “con-
tinuity” or “thread,” and is generally applied to
the esoteric school of Buddhism that developed
in India, but which quickly spread (especially) to
Tibet, China, and Japan. Its origins in India were
discussed in chapter seven, so here we are con-
cerned mainly with its development in Tibet. The
school espoused a doctrinal system that emerged
from Mahayana philosophy and emphasized tech-
niques of spontaneity centered around the use of
mantras, mandalas, and provocative psychologi-
cal techniques. It attempted to move beyond all
dualities, symbolized especially by the mascu-
line and feminine principles, by their very union.
In this system, the masculine principle is identi-
fied with skilfull means (upaya) and the feminine
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principle with wisdom (prajia). The term is also
applied to a class of literature composed of four
types: (1) kriya-tantra (2) carya-tantra (3) yoga-
tantra, and (4) anuttara-yoga-tantra. The latter
two classes are generally regarded as “higher”
than the previous two, this determination being
made by the spiritual development of the practi-
tioner for whom each was intended. In Tibet, the
oldest Buddhist school known as Nyingma further
divides anuttara-yoga-tantra into three addition-
al categories: (1) mahayoga, (2) anuyoga, and (3)
atiyoga. This later practice is known as dzogchen.

Anuttara-yoga-tantra is the fourth, and last,
of the four classes of Buddhist Tantra. In the Ti-
betan Buddhist canon, the Tantras are located
in the seventh subdivision of the Kanjur (bKa’-
gyur). They include twenty-two volumes, contain-
ing more than three hundred texts. Of the four
classes of Tantra, the first two, kriya and carya,
are considered lower than the final two, yoga
and anuttara-yoga. It is the last class of Tantra
that designates the ideal types called siddhas or
perfected ones. Philosophically, the anuttara-
yoga-tantra is based on the Madhyamika school,
emphasizing emptiness (Slnyata), the elimina-
tion of all subject-object duality, and the union
of wisdom (prajia) and skill-in-means (upaya).
Religiously, the anuttara-yoga-tantra focuses on
ritual acts involving meditation, the union of male
and female yogic practitioners, eating of sacra-
mental food, and other rites designed to attain
powers known as siddhis. Two of the most im-
portant Buddhist Tantric texts, the Guhyasamaja
tantra and the Hevajra-tantra belong to this class.

The Guhyasamaja-tantra is an important
Vajryana Buddhist text belonging to the anuttara-
yoga-tantra class. Along with the Cakrasamvara-
tantra, Hevajra-tantra, and Kalacakra-tantra, it is
included among the most important texts in Tant-

279 Tantra and Tantric Texts Contents | Chapter 10: Tstart | lend



ric literature. It was almost certainly written before
750, and possibly as early as the sixth century. It
is composed of two parts, a Mila-tantra of sev-
enteen sections, and an Uttara-tantra comprising
the eighteenth section. It is sometimes called the
Tathagata-guhyaka. Inits meditational framework,
it presents a visualization of the Buddha, depicted
as Vairocana, and anaccompaniment of four female
bodhisattvas: Locana, Mamaki, Pandara, and Tara.

Tara is one of the most popular deities in Ti-
betan Buddhism. According to the legends, she
was born from tears shed by Avalokitesvara.
Since Avalokitesvara is associated with com-
passion, Tara became his female manifesta-
tion. She became exceedingly important in Ti-
beten Buddhism, where a cult grew up around
her worship. She is reputed to have twenty-
one forms, varied by color, posture, and the
like. She is most often represented as green or
white. Many sources refer to her as a Buddha,
and she is sometimes called the “mother of all
the Buddhas.” Atisa (see above) was a lifelong
devotee of Tara.

All dualities and distinctions are denied in the
text, using the term vajra or “diamond” to symbol-
ize ultimate reality. It also offers a unique render-
ing of the technical term bodhicitta (usually trans-
lated as “thought of enlightenment”) as the unity
of emptiness (Slinyata) and compassion (karuna).

The Hevajra-tantra also is an important
Vajrayana Buddhist text belonging to the anut-
tara-yoga-tantra class. It has been preserved in
Sanskrit, Chinese, and Tibetan versions, all of
which seem to be later than around 700. It is a
complicated text opening with a dialogue be-
tween the Buddha as Vajrasattva and a bodhi-
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sattva named Vajragarbha. Although the text
contains much philosophical material, it focus-
es mainly on religious practice and ritual, de-
scribed in detail. The text is fraught with seem-
ingly contradictory material, as well as sexual
concern, the resolution of which is critical for an
accurate understanding of the Vajrayana path.

The Kalacakra-tantra is a text of the atiyo-
ga subdivision of the anuttara-yoga-tantra, lit-
erally meaning “Wheel of Time,” and considered
to be one of the most complex Tantric texts. It
was probably introduced to Tibet from India in
the eleventh century. It is comprised of three ba-
sic parts: (1) a section that considers the physical
world and its aspects, including temporal factors,
(2) a section that considers the psycho-physical
world of the individual, and (3) a section focusing
on visualization of the deities. It is still regularly
practiced in the Gelug school of Tibetan Buddhism.

Tradition of the Dalai Lama

The Dalai Lama is an honorary title afforded to
successive reincarnations of Avalokitesvara, cho-
sen from within the Gelug school of Tibetan Bud-
dhism, and considered to be both the political
and religious leader of Tibet. The lineage started
in the Gelug sect begun by Tsongkhapa (1357-
1419). Tsongkhapa’s nephew was his third suc-
cessor in the lineage of this school, and was given
the honorary title Dalai Lama (dalai bla-ma) by
the Mongolian ruler of the time (Altan Khan). It
denoted one whose wisdom was as great as the
ocean, and elevated the Gelug sect to a political
prominence higher than that of the other Tibet-
an Buddhist sects. With the passing of each Da-
lai Lama, a new reincarnation (called a tulku) is
sought after, providing much intrigue in the se-
lection process. Additionally, the histories of the
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various Dalai Lamas are enormously interesting,
demonstrating much complexity and literacy of
Tibetan Buddhism. To date, there have been four-
teen Dalai Lamas, the current one being Tenzin
Gyatso (born in 1935). In 1989 he was awarded
the Nobel Peace Prize in recognition of his work
in the aftermath of the Tibetan Holocaust. Al-
though based at the Tibetan refugee community
in Dharamsala, India, he is a constant world trav-
eler, promoting issues relative to the plight of
the Tibetan people and world peace in general.

The PanchenlLamais atitle giventothe abbot of
TashiLhunpoMonasterybythe fifth DalaiLama.Just
as the Dalai Lama in Tibetan Buddhism is thought
to represent an incarnation of AvalokiteSvara, the
Panchen Lama (pan-chen bla-ma) is felt to be an
incarnation of Amitabha. Originally a religious ti-
tle only, Panchen Lamas served as representative
of the office of Dalai Lama following the death of
each, until a new Dalai Lama could be identified.

One controversy surrounding the tradition of
the Dalai Lamas involves the formation of a new
school of Buddhism called the “New Kadampa Tra-
dition” by Geshe Kelsang Gyatso. This school con-
tends that the current Dalai Lama (and the Gelug
tradition headed by him) has departed from the
original teachings of the tradition. The main point
of contention between the two schools surrounds
the continued veneration of a wrathful protector
deity of the Gelug sect known as Dorje Shukden
(rDo-rje shug-ldan). Because of this deity’s asso-
ciation with sectarian rivalry within the Gelug tradi-
tion near the end of the twentieth century, the cur-
rent Dalai Lama has urged Tibetans to cease their
veneration of this deity. By refusing to do so, Geshe
Kelsang Gyatso and the New Kadampa Tradition
disagrees, and envisions itself as maintaining the
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283 Key Points

tradition of Atisa and Tsongkhapa. The new group
maintains headquarters in the United Kingdom.

The Holocaust and Thereafter

Following the Chinese annexation of Tibet, the
fourteenth Dalai Lama, Tenzin Gyatso, fled to In-
diain 1959 and established a government in exile,
along with many other important Tibetan lamas,
tulkus, and rinpoches, some of whom were still
children. Victimized by a Chinese government
that saw Tibetan religion in general and Buddhism
in particular as remnants of an old, outdated style
of life that was contrary to Maoist communism,
and which destroyed most of Tibet’s magnificent
monasteries—executing many monks and nuns
in the process—the only hope for Tibetan Bud-
dhists to preserve their ancient tradition was to
flee. Refugee centers were establish in India, Ne-
pal, Bhutan, Sikkim, and elsewhere, eventually
allowing Tibetan Buddhism to begin to reestab-
lish itself in exile. Despite the fact that religious
persecution was lessened in the final two decades
of the twentieth century, Tibetan Buddhism re-
mains strictly regulated in Tibet. Nonetheless,
having attracted many sympathizers and Western
adherents in the last half-century, Tibetan Bud-
dhism remains highly visible on the world scene.

Key Points You Need to Know

Buddhism was introduced to Tibet from
India during the reign of Songtsen Gampo
(616-650 C.E.).

Within 150 years the first Buddhist monas-
tery at Samye was established.

By 1500 C.E. the four “great” schools of
Nyingma, Kagyu, Sakya, and Kagyu had
been established.
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Tibetan Buddhism has produced a long se-
ries of remarkable figures, beginning with
Padmasambhava and continuing up to the
present day.

The Tibetan Buddhist Vajrayana tradition
is defined by its reliance on complicated
Tantric texts and practices.

The lineage of Dalai Lamas began with the
nephew of Tsongkhapa, and continues
with the current Dalai Lama, Tenzin Gyatso
(b. 1935) being the fourteenth in the lin-
eage.

Tibetan Buddhism lives in exile following
the Chinese annexation of Tibet nearly a
half-century ago.
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PART FOUR: MODERNITY

CHAPTER 11

Buddhism in the
Western World

In This Chapter

This chapter explores Buddhism’s globalization
in general and spread into the Western world in
particular. Utilizing the United States as a case
in point, it describes the historical progression
of the various Asian Buddhist traditions into
North America. It also considers the specific is—-
sues that impact on Buddhism’s development
outside of its Asian homeland.

Main Topics Covered

e Buddhism’s Western Presence in Histori-
cal Perspective

e Globalization: Europe, Australia/New
Zealand, North and South America

e America as a Case Study

e Developmental Issues in American Bud-
dhism

Buddhism’s Western Presence in Historical Per-
spective

In many respects, Buddhism’s spread to regions
beyond the Asian landmass is historically new.
Of particular interest is how the teachings and
practices of Buddhism found new homes in for-
eign lands. At the risk of being overly general,
a marked feature of the spread of Buddhism in
Asia seems to have been its “top-down” introduc-



tion. Kings and rulers adopted Buddhism, invited
monks, and established Buddhism as the state re-
ligion. The state support of Buddhist monasteries
and its residents functioned to further centralize
power and at the same time to introduce a culture
that was often valued as superior to one’s own.

Immediately, however, as a striking counter
example, an informed reader will think of China
in the first centuries of the common era. In the
first and second centuries Buddhist monks and
scholars were not invited and not welcomed.
Rather, the educated ruling Han elite devalued
Buddhist teachings as “foreign,” and even bar-
barous, constituting a threat to the ideal of a
harmonious political and social order. The mo-
nastic way of life seemed incompatible with Chi-
nese ideals of filial piety, this-wordly pragmatism
and the importance of productive work. Certainly
the newly emergent Mahayana Buddhism with
its ideal of the bodhisattva—who could be a lay
Buddhist, active in this world—and the evolving
blend of Confucian, Daoist and Buddhist elements
soften the critique. Nevertheless, Buddhism re-
mained in a state of risky coexistence during
most of its first half-millennium on Chinese soil.

Compared to the histories of Buddhism’s
spread, acculturation, and indigenization in the
variety of Asian countries, what is new and differ-
ent about Buddhism in the West? Only a few points
can be listed here. Strikingly, Buddhism has not
been established as state religion in any Western
country, and nowhere has it enjoyed the lavish
patronage it enjoyed at times in South, Southeast,
East, and Central/Inner Asia. Additionally, Bud-
dhist teachings and practices were not introduced
from a top-down approach, but commenced their
diffusion from below, often championed by pow-
erless, economically disadvantaged people. Bud-
dhism has spread, and is spreading, as a ferment
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in the various Western societies. Initial results of
this “Awakening of the West,” as the British writer
Stephen Batchelor titled his important narrative
of the encounter of Buddhism and Western cul-
ture, are recognizable in the arts, in the steadily
increasing number of converts and Buddhist in-
stitutions, and in the growing recognition of Bud-
dhist groups as participants and partners in the
multi-religious composition of Western societies.

Furthermore, Buddhism in Asia reached the
so-called “ordinary” people, the masses, by the
absorption of and blending with local cultural fea-
tures and ritual practices. The diffusion of Bud-
dhist teachings and worldviews to the non-elite,
lower strata of society developed through practice
by way of ritual and performance. It was through
its abundant use of folk religious, shamanic as-
pects and practices that Buddhism gained a last-
ing grounding and impact in the larger segment
of society. Michael Ames has called this religion of
the masses—practices allowed to flourish beneath
the official doctrines as exercised in the monas-
teries and by the virtuosi—the “magical animism

. solely concerned with well-being in this life.”
The Western diffusion generally lacks this trajec-
tory of magical/shamanic practices. Most Western
Buddhists, with the important exception of Asian
Buddhist immigrants, have not engaged in this
folk religious or popular Buddhist aspect. Rather,
they praise Buddhism as rational and scientific,
grounded on reason and individual experience.
However disenchanted and rationalized Western
converts might understand and interpret Bud-
dhism, just as in Asia, the dissemination of Bud-
dhist concepts to a broader clientele took place
no sooner than when the practical and this-word-
ly elements (called the “integration of Buddhism”)
became emphasized. Although it may not have
involved the performance of magical/shamanic
rituals, the practice-based features of medita-
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tion and liturgy seem to have enabled Buddhism’s
rapidly increasing diffusion since the 1960s.

Whereas we note here both similarities and
differences, we would like to highlight three fur-
ther characteristics. First, in Asia, it generally took
many centuries until an acculturated, regionalized
form of Buddhism evolved. Thus, in China it was
no sooner than the Sui and Tang Dynasties (589-
906) that indigenous forms of Chinese Buddhist
traditions—such as Chinese Pure Land, Tiantai,
Chan—evolved. In addition, it took approximately
500 years from the arrival of Buddhism in Japan for
its own indigenous schools to develop (in the Ka-
makura period). In contrast, in the West, attempts
to create adapted, regionalized forms of Buddhism
seem to occur at a much faster pace. During the
last three or four decades, in only Buddhism’s
second century of Western presence, Western
Buddhists have proposed vigorous endeavors to
form a “Western,” “European,” or “American Bud-
dhism.” Whatever premature or mature state these
new shapes have taken already, the proclamation
of such innovative, non-Asian derived forms mir-
rors the self-consciousness and ambitious at-
tempts of Western Buddhists. It certainly is no risk
to forecast that in the twenty-first century inde-
pendent, Western forms and schools of Buddhism
will develop and prosper on a much larger scale.

Second, the development of Western Bud-
dhist forms is a recent phenomenon. These new
schools and lineages additionally pluralize the
spectrum of Buddhist schools and traditions
present in Western countries. This plurality and
diversity constitutes a marked characteristic of
Buddhism in the West. In Asia, one usually will
find one yana or major tradition in a country, be it
Theravada in South and Southeast Asia, Mahayana
in China and East Asia, or Vajrayana in Central
and Inner Asia. In the West, however, all these
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different yanas have appeared in one country or
region; perhaps even in one city, be it Los Ange-
les, London, Berlin, or Sydney. Traditions hitherto
separated by thousands of miles in Asia have be-
come neighbors in the West. The process of get-
ting to know each other has started. And it seems
that a cooperation and mutual recognition of the
specific interpretations and practices flow with
more ease in Western than Eastern settings. Some
Western Buddhists have even been quick to speak
of a Buddhist “ecumenicism,” a term borrowed
from mainly Protestant Christian movements of
the twentieth century. Finally, related to aca-
demic interests and research, the past and pres-
ent spread of Buddhism to Western regions en-
ables us to scrupulously investigate the progress
of diffusion, processes of settlement and growth,
as well as the strategies utilized to adapt to the
new, socio-culturally foreign contexts. We are
now able to rely on a variety of different sources,
and to apply different methodological approaches
in order to scrutinize the lives of individual Bud-
dhists in Western countries as well as, for ex-
ample, to follow up in detail the developments of
institutionalization, fragmentation, or the disso-
lution of a specific Buddhist group or school. In
contrast, research on Buddhism’s spread to new
regions and cultures in Asia—at least a millen-
nium ago—often simply lacks the account of de-
tailed data and information we are now able to
gather for the past and current spread of Bud-
dhism in the West. The Asian material more of-
ten than not is fragmentary, incomplete, and led
by specific interests and polemics. At times it is
simply coincidental or even accidental. A detailed
account of how Buddhist traditions and their pro-
ponents gained a footing in a new, religiously dif-
ferent culture and society in Asia most often can
be sketched only for time periods ranging from
several decades to centuries. Analyses from an
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ethnographical or sociology of religion point of
view, as have most fruitfully been carried out for
Buddhist institutions and developments in West-
ern contexts in recent years, are hard to trace for
Buddhism’s spread throughout Asia. The long-
standing, textual orientation so characteristic for
Buddhist Studies has prevented many scholars
from using methods other than that of philology

The West and Globalization

It is now very common in Buddhist literature to
find the expression “Buddhism in the West.” It
should be clarified that we do not perceive “the
West” as a homogeneous whole which provides
similar socio-political, cultural, and legal settings
in the various countries considered. Quite the
contrary. Instead, in a pragmatic view, the notion
of “the West” is used to denote non-Asian indus-
trialized nation states where Buddhist teachings
and practices, Buddhist people and ideas, have
become established. Here, “the West” can be taken
as an abbreviation for Canada, the United States
of America, Brazil, the various states of Europe,
South Africa, Australia and New Zealand. With-
out going into detail, as previous chapters have
done, it is in these non-Asian countries that we
have a strong and sufficient knowledge of Bud-
dhist activities past and present. Although there
are brief accounts of Buddhists and Buddhist ac-
tivities in, for example, Mexico, Peru, the Carib-
bean, Ghana, or Israel, the available data so far
is much too scarce and occasional to provide re-
liable accounts. Hopefully, further regional his-
tories will be available in the near future, both
as Buddhism continues to spread and academic
research keeps extending its scope of interest.

Viewed from an Asian perspective, Buddhist
people, ideas, and practices have not travelled to
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“theWest” only.Inthe sameway, they have migrated
Eastward. In the nineteenth century, workers from
Japan or China came to South and North America;
and in the second half of the twentieth century em-
igrants and refugees from Korea, Hongkong and
Southeast Asia headed for Canada and the United
States. Perceived from the Asian landmass, Bud-
dhism has gone bothways, to the West and the East.

In the period of globalization distances ap-
pear to be measured only by the amount of jet
lag encountered. Numerous scholars, including
historian of religion Ninian Smart, have spoken of
the “Global Period of world history,” which com-
menced with the 1960s. Transcontinental travel
and the spread of Buddhist concepts, texts, and
teachers had occurred a century ago. However, the
tremendously improved modes of transportation
now available enable an intensity of communica-
tion previously unknown. Aided by postmodern
technology, especially including telecommunica-
tions and the Internet, formerly distant poles and
far away regions have become virtual neighbors in
the global web. In this global period, the mainte-
nance of close links with both the (mainly) Asian
home country and the various globally spread
“overseas” centers of a Buddhist tradition takes
place with a historically unprecedented scope and
speed. Up to now, however, scholars research-
ing Buddhist traditions and organizations have
only rarely applied theories of globalization and
transnationalism to the worldwide spread of Bud-
dhism. In this introduction, we shall provide only
one hint of this important analytical perspective.

An obvious feature of the process of global-
ization is the geographic spread of Buddhist ideas,
practices, and people to new, non-Asian regions
and countries. This spread continues with other
traditions coming from Asian countries to the West,
as witnessed by recently founded orders from Tai-
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wan and Thailand (such as the Fo Guang Shan order
and the Dhammakaya Foundation, respectively).
During the last two decades, this diffusion process
has been augmented by the initial steps of newly
emergent Western Buddhist organizations gain-
ing a foothold on a global scale (e.g., the British-
founded Friends of the Western Buddhist Order or
the Diamond Sangha founded by Robert Aitken).

This descriptive level deserves a closer look.
The globalization of Buddhism does not refer to a
spread from the center to the periphery only, that
is from Asia to Western countries. Globalization
also encompasses the emergence of new centers
with regionalized Buddhist interpretations and
practices. The creation of consciously labelled
Western Buddhist forms is a development with-
in this overall process of globalization. In other
words, Buddhism spreading globally encoun-
ters “local transformation.” The global becomes
particularized and socio-culturally particular. As
a consequence, the globalization of Buddhism
encompasses a dissolving of the Asian center(s)
as the main and only agent of authority and
the emergence of a variety of different author-
ity centers spread across various continents. We
hold that by the end of the twentieth century we
had entered a period in which the globalization
of Buddhism has truly begun in that a multi- or
polycentric form is emerging step by step. Bud-
dhist networks and organizations have become
comfortable operating on a global scale. Centers
of Buddhist authority and legitimacy can be found
in eastern and western as well as in southern and
northern regions of the globe. The study of the
impact of the globalization process and the emer-
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gence of “new voices” within the generalized Bud-
dhist tradition certainly deserves further attention.

A Case in Point: America

Although it is now rather common to refer to Ori-
ental influences in the writings of such prominent
American literary figures as Henry David Thoreau,
Ralph Waldo Emerson, and Walt Whitman, and to
point to the impact of the Theosophists on the
Oriental movement in America, the more specifi-
cally beginnings of Buddhism in America can be
traced to the Chinese immigrants who began to
appear on the West Coast in the 1840s. Prior to
the discovery of gold at Sutter’s Mill, the num-
ber of Chinese immigrants was small, but with the
news of the golden wealth in the land, the fig-
ure increased exponentially. Rick Fields, author
of How the Swans Came to the Lake: A Narrative
History of Buddhism in America, has suggest-
ed that by 1852, 20,000 Chinese were present
in California, and within a decade, nearly one-
tenth of the California population was Chinese.
In the Chinese temples that dotted that Califor-
nia coastline, and began to appear in the China-
town section of San Francisco, the religious prac-
tice was an eclectic blend of Buddhism, Taoism,
and Confucianism, and although there were a
number of Buddhist priests in residence, a dis-
tinctly Chinese Buddhism on the North Ameri-
can continent did not develop until much later.

The Japanese presence in America developed
more slowly than the Chinese, but had much
greater impact. By 1890, when the Chinese pres-
ence was already quite apparent, the Japanese
population was barely 2,000. The World Parlia-
ment of Religion, however, held in conjunction
with the Chicago World’s Fair in 1893, radically
changed the entire landscape for Japanese Bud-
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dhism in America. Among the participants at the
parliament was Shaku Soen, who was to return to
America a decade later and promote the school of
Rinzai Zen (one of the two major branches of Jap-
anese Zen Buddhism). Soen returned to America
in 1905, lecturing in several cities, and establish-
ing a basic ground for the entry of Zen. Upon his
return to Japan in 1906, three of his students were
selected to promote the Rinzai lineage in America.

The first of S6en’s students, Nyogen Senza-
ki, came to California in the first decade of the
twentieth century, but delayed his teaching mis-
sion until 1922. Soen’s second disciple, Shaku
Sokatsu, lived in America from 1906-1908, and
again from 1909-1910, but eventually returned
to Japan without having made much impact. By
far Soen’s most noted disciple, and the man who
made the most impact on the early growth of
Buddhism in America, was Daisetz Teitaro Suzuki.
Suzuki worked for Open Court Publishing Com-
pany in LaSalle, lllinois, from 1897-1909, but
returned to Japan to pursue a career in Buddhist
Studies. He visited America again from 1936 un-
til the beginning of World War Il, and eventually
returned for a final time from 1950-1958, lectur-
ing frequently in American universities and cities.

Nonetheless, the Rinzai lineage was not the
only one to develop in America. The SoOto tradition
(the other major branch of Japanese Zen) began
to appear in America in the 1950s. By the mid-
1950s, Soyu Matsuoka Roshi had established the
Chicago Buddhist Temple, and Shunryu Suzuki
Roshi arrived in San Francisco in 1959, found-
ing the San Francisco Zen Center shortly thereaf-
ter. The Dharma successors to Suzuki Roshi have
continued the Soto lineage, while other teach-
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ers in this lineage (including one of the few fe-
male roshis, Jiyu Kennett) have also appeared.

In addition to the traditional forms of Rinzai
and Soto Zen, still another form of Zen has ap-
peared in America, one that attempts to harmo-
nize the major doctrines and practices of each
school into a unified whole. This movement owes
its American origins to Sogaku Harada, although
he never visited the United States himself. Propo-
nents of this approach included Taizan Maezumi
Roshi (arriving in 1956), Hakuun Yasutani Roshi
(who visited the United States first in 1962, and
who visited regularly until his death in 1973), and
Philip Kapleau, an American by birth who first
learned about Japanese religion and culture while
serving as a court reporter in 1946 during the War
Crimes Trials held in Tokyo. Maezumi Roshi and
Kapleau Roshi have been enormously successful.
Maezumi Roshi established the Zen Center of Los
Angeles, where he resided until his death in 1995.
He left a dozen Dharma heirs, many of whom have
developed their own vital, creative communities.
Kapleau Roshi too was quite successful, having
built a stable Zen community in Rochester, New
York that was notable for its attempt to devel-
op an American style for Zen practice, and which
recently celebrated its thirtieth anniversary. Also
significant, and worth mentioning are Robert Ait-
ken Roshi, who founded the Diamond Sangha in
Hawaii in 1959, Eido Shimano Roshi, who first
came to the United States as a translator for Yasu-
tani Roshi, and Joshu Sasaki Roshi, who founded
the Cimarron Zen Center in Los Angeles in 1966
and the Mt. Baldy Zen Center five years later.

Zen was surely not the only Japanese Buddhist
tradition to make an appearance in America be-
fore the turn of the twentieth century. In 1898 two
Japanese missionaries, Shuei Sonoda and Kakuryo
Nishijima, were sent to San Francisco to estab-
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lish the Buddhist Mission of North America, an
organization associated with a Pure Land school
of Japanese Buddhism. Although seriously ham-
pered by the Japanese Immigration Exclusion Act
of 1924, by 1931, thirty-three main temples were
active. With the outbreak of World War Il, more
than 100,000 Japanese Americans (more than half
of which were Buddhist and two-thirds Ameri-
can born) were relocated to internment camps.
In 1944, the name Buddhist Mission of North
America was changed to Buddhist Churches of
America. With headquarters in San Francisco, this
Buddhist organization remains one of the most
stable Buddhist communities in North America.

In the 1960s, another form of Japanese Bud-
dhism appeared on the American landscape. It
was known as Nichiren Shoshi of America, and by
1974, it boasted 258 chapters and over 200,000
members (although these figures were highly
suspect). This group grew out of the Soka Gak-
kai movement in Japan, a non-meditative form
of Buddhism that based its teachings on the
thirteenth century figure Nichiren (1222-1282)
and his emphasis on the doctrines and practic-
es focusing on or deriving from the famous Lo-
tus-sutra. Brought to this country by Masayasa
Sadanaga (who changed his name to George Wil-
liams), the organization set up headquarters in
Santa Monica, where it began an active program
of proselytizing. Although the group has recently
splintered, and is now called Soka Gakkai-USA, it
remains a formidable Buddhist presence in Amer-
ica, having become extremely popular among Eu-
ropean American and African American Buddhists.

The Chinese are once again making their pres-
ence visible in American Buddhism. Although not
nearly so visible as the Japanese Buddhist groups,
several Chinese Buddhist organizations have ap-
peared in the last half-century. Perhaps the most
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notable of these is a largely monastic group origi-
nally known as the Sino-American Buddhist As-
sociation which, until his recent death, was under
the direction of a venerable monk named Hsuian-
Hua. Established in 1959, this organization has
developed a huge monastery in Talmadge, Cali-
fornia known as the “City of Ten Thousand Bud-
dhas,” which serves as the headquarters of what is
now identified as the Dharma Realm Buddhist As-
sociation. Of even larger size (and quite possibly
importance) is the Hsi Lai Temple outside Los An-
geles, founded in 1978, and now offering a wide
variety of Buddhist teachings and services. Other
Chinese Buddhist groups can be found in virtu-
ally every major metropolitan area. There are ap-
proximately 125 Chinese Buddhist organizations
in the United states, more than half of which are in
California and one-fifth of which are in New York.
The religious practice of the Chinese Buddhist
groups in America is largely an eclectic combina-
tion of various Buddhist schools, combining Chan,
Vinaya, Tiantai, Tantra, and Pure Land practices.
Most of these practices are Mahayana-based, and
a similar kind of approach is followed by the Viet-
namese Buddhist groups that have begun to ap-
pear in urban areas, largely as a result of a large
influx of Vietnamese immigrants following the
termination of the United States’ involvement in
Vietnam. To some degree, this eclectic approach
can also be seen in the various Korean Bud-
dhist groups that began appearing in the United
States in the latter half of the twentieth century.

The Buddhist culture to enter America most
recently is the Tibetan. Although a few Buddhist
groups appeared in the West prior to 1960, the
majority came after the Tibetan holocaust, during
which the Communist Chinese made every effort
to extinguish religion in Tibet. Following an im-
mediate exile in India, Bhutan, Nepal, and Sikkim,
the diaspora has widened, with many Tibetans
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seeking to reestablish their sacred lineages on
American soil. Communities from each of the four
major Tibetan sects can now be found in America,
with those founded by Tarthang Tulku and Cho-
gyam Trungpa Rinpoche being especially popular
and visible. The Tibetan groups are the most col-
orful of all the Buddhist groups now prospering in
America, possessing arich tradition of Buddhist art
and a powerful psychological approach to mental
health. They continue to grow rapidly, being very
attractive to Euro-American Buddhists. It is no
wonder, then, that they quote the thousand-year-
old saying attributed to the sage Padmasambhava
to explain their rapid growth: “When the iron bird
flies, and horses run on wheels, the Tibetan people
will be scattered like ants across the World, and
the Dharma will come to the land of the Red Man.”

The final sectarian tradition to be considered
is that of the Theravada, which permeated South
Asia following the missionary tradition of the In-
dian King AsSoka in the third century B.C.E., and
which continues today. Until quite recently, most
Theravada groups in the United States were simi-
lar to the Buddhist Vihara Society in Washington,
D.C., an organization founded in 1965 under the
direction of the Venerable Bope Vinita from Sri
Lanka, and appealing to the large diplomatic com-
munity in the nation’s capital. Now, however, as
many Buddhists from Laos, Cambodia, Thailand,
and Burma have migrated to the United States to
escape the economic and political uncertainty of
the native homes, there is a vigorous new infusion
of Theravada Buddhism into America. Temples are
springing up in major cities, as these immigrant
groups have tended to settle in ethic communities
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not unlike the Chinese and Japanese communi-
ties of the early decades of the twentieth century.

Developmental Issues in American Buddhism

Outlining the historical details of the Buddhist
movement in America tells but a small part of
the story, for the growth of American Buddhism
is far more than its history. Rather, it presents a
struggle to acculturate and accommodate on the
part of a religious tradition that initially appeared
to be wholly foreign to the American mindset. It
is important to realize that two different groups
were primarily responsible for Buddhism’s earliest
growth in America. On the one hand, Buddhism is
the native religion of a significant number of Asian
immigrants. On the other hand, it became the re-
ligion, or at least the subject of serious personal
interest, for an ever-increasing group of (mostly)
Euro-Americans who embraced Buddhism pri-
marily out of intellectual attraction and interest
in spiritual practice. This latter circumstance has
created its own Buddhist subculture that is liter-
ate, urban, upwardly mobile, perhaps even elite in
its life orientation. The above bifurcation makes
even the issue of Buddhist identity and member-
ship a very murky problem, further exacerbated
with confusion about various Buddhist positions
on ethical issues, sexuality, gender roles, and the
like. This developmental pattern, and the issues
associated with it, needs to be explored along-
side a careful consideration of each of the Bud-
dhist traditions now present on American soil.

Thomas Tweed’s important and influential
book The American Encounter with Buddhism
1844-1912: Victorian Culture and the Limits of
Dissent suggests a variety of reasons for late-
Victorian America’s fascination with Buddhism.
Clearly, there was a growing dissatisfaction with
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the answers provided by the traditional religions
of the time, and apologists, like Paul Carus for
example, were quick to suggest that imported
Asian religions might well offer more satisfactory
answers to the religious needs of Americans. Ad-
ditionally, several Asian teachers, such as Ana-
garika Dharmapala and D. T. Suzuki had sufficient
personal charisma to advance that cause. On the
other hand, few Asian Buddhist teachers took up
residence in America, and the two primary Bud-
dhist organizations—the American Maha Bodhi
Society and the Dharma Sangha of the Buddha—
were institutionally weak. Tweed notes well that
while Buddhist sympathizers resonated favorably
with the mid-Victorian period’s emphasis on op-
timism and activism as important cultural values,
on the whole, Buddhism’s presumed characteriza-
tion as pessimistic and passive made a much more
compelling argument for its detractors. Coupled
with the serious lack of accurate textual transla-
tions, Tweed’s insightful postscript suggests that
most Victorians, however disillusioned they may
have been, looked elsewhere for potential reso-
lutions to their spiritual crises. That American
Buddhism in the late twentieth century seemed
to be far more extensive than it had at the end
of the previous century, and far more visible in
American culture, suggests that many of Tweed’s
postulates for the failure of Victorian Buddhism
in America had been remedied. And indeed they
have; especially so in the last half of the century.

By 1970, virtually the full extent of Asian
Buddhist sects was represented in America, and
there was a plethora of Asian Buddhist teach-
ers in permanent residence in the growing num-
ber of American Buddhist centers. The growth of
these centers has been so utterly staggering in
the second half of the twentieth century that in
1988 Don Morreale was able to catalogue nearly
350 pages of listings for these groups in Bud-
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dhist America: Centers, Retreats, Practices. A
new edition called The Complete Guide to Bud-
dhist America was published in 1998. Web based
catalogues are also available. Dozens of roshis,
along with their Dharma-heirs, many Tibetan
tulkus, Chinese monks and nuns, and an increas-
ing number of Theravada monks from various
South and Southeast Asian cultures are now vis-
ibly active on American soil. The presence of a
growing number of Asian Buddhist teachers in
America has been complemented and augment-
ed by regular visits from global Buddhist lead-
ers such as the Dalai Lama and Thich Nhat Hanh.

Further, these Asian Buddhist teachers, and
the gradually increasing number of American
Buddhist masters, are beginning to establish
an institutional foundation that is stable, solid,
and even ecumenical in nature. In 1987 a con-
ference on “World Buddhism in North America”
was held at the University of Michigan during
which a “Statement of Consensus” was promul-
gated (a) “to create the conditions necessary for
tolerance and understanding among Buddhists
and non-Buddhists alike,” (b) “to initiate a dia-
logue among Buddhists in North America in or-
der to further mutual understanding, growth in
understanding, and cooperation,” (c) “to increase
our sense of community by recognizing and un-
derstanding our differences as well as our com-
mon beliefs and practices,” and (d) “to cultivate
thoughts and actions of friendliness towards oth-
ers, whether they accept our beliefs or not, and in
so doing approach the world as the proper field
of Dharma, not as a sphere of conduct irreconcil-
able with the practice of Dharma.” Geographically
organized organizations, like the Sangha Coun-
cil of Southern California and associations of the
students of famous Buddhist masters, such as the
White Plum Asanga linking the Dharma-heirs of
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Taizan Maezumi Roshi, are now becoming com-
monplace in the American Buddhist movement.

The availability of accurate primary and sec-
ondary literature has expanded almost exponen-
tially in the latter half of the twentieth century.
Several university presses, such as the State Uni-
versity Press of New York, University of Hawaii
Press, University of California Press, and Princeton
University Press have been leaders in publishing
scholarly books devoted to the study of Buddhism,
and a variety of trade publishers has emerged as
well, such as Snow Lion and Wisdom Publications,
that emphasize Buddhism specifically. Reliable
translations of the entire Pali Canon are now read-
ily available throughout the world, and a project
to publish translations of the entire Chinese Bud-
dhist canon is currently underway, sponsored by
the Bukkyo Dendo Kyokai. This translation en-
deavor represents a significant step forward in the
American Buddhist movement because it requires
extensive language training in Sanskrit, Pali, Chi-
nese, Japanese, and Tibetan. This training is usu-
ally, although not exclusively, obtained in Amer-
ican universities. As of 1994, nearly two dozen
North American universities could boast at least
two full-time faculty devoted to the academic dis-
cipline of Buddhist Studies, and nearly 150 aca-
demic scholars of Buddhism are located on the
North American continent, many of whom can best
be identified as “scholar-practitioners.” Moreover,
the American Buddhist movement is aided by the
presence of a growing number of individuals who
have traveled to Asia for extensive training and
then returned to the United States to share their
approach with Americans. One of the most suc-
cessful enterprises of this kind is the Insight Med-
itation Center in Barre, Massachusetts, initially
guided by Joseph Goldstein, Jack Kornfield, Sha-

303 Developmental Issues Contents | Chapter 11: fstart | lend



http://www.ajita.com/1/NumataCenter/about/BDK/bdk.html

ron Salzberg and Christina Feldman, each of whom
received extensive vipassana training in Asia.

Certainly, the issue of social and religious
anomie is no less critical in the latter years of the
twentieth century than it was in the previous cen-
tury. A quick perusal of Theodore Roszak’s The
Making of a Counter Culture, Harvey Cox’s The
Secular City, or Peter Berger’s Sacred Canopy: El-
ements of a Sociological Theory of Religion show
how the pervasive influence of secularism and
pluralism, as noted above, created the same kind
of religious crisis as witnessed prior to the World
Parliament of Religions, held in Chicago in 1893.
Roszak even argued that the counterculture of the
1960s was “essentially an exploration of the poli-
tics of consciousness.” However, the countercul-
ture of the twentieth century differed from that
of the preceding century in that it was no longer
either passive or pessimistic, and this was clear-
ly obvious in the American Buddhist movement.

Quite apart from issues relating to the speci-
ficity with which American Buddhist life is mani-
fested (lay versus monastic ideals; urban versus
rural lifestyle), a distinct and unique application
of Buddhist ethics, formerly known as “socially
engaged Buddhism,” but now commonly called
simply “engaged Buddhism,” is emerging that
demonstrated in dramatic fashion both the ac-
tive and optimistic approach of today’s Ameri-
can Buddhism. The overarching approach of
engaged Buddhism is clearly portrayed in Chris-
topher Queen’s useful book Engaged Buddhism
in the West, and summarized extremely well in
Kenneth Kraft’s introduction to his edited volume
Inner Peace, World Peace. Organizations like the
Buddhist Peace Fellowship, founded in 1978, ag-
gressively demonstrate how to strike a careful
balance between meditational training and politi-
cal activism. Their task in bringing this activism
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305 Key Points

and optimism to the American Buddhist public
is aided by a strong new Buddhist journalism in
America that has fostered exciting publications
such as Tricycle: The Buddhist Review, the Shamb-
hala Sun, Turning Wheel: Journal of the Buddhist
Peace Fellowship, and many publications of indi-
vidual Buddhist centers. Additionally, the useful
and productive development of the Internet has
allowed American Buddhism to expand its sphere
of influence to a sangha not necessarily limited
to a given geographic space. The electronic Jour-
nal of Global Buddhism, for example, has created
links to literally hundreds of American Buddhist
sanghas across the totality of North America.

Key Points You Need to Know

e For the first time in history, all Buddhist
traditions and sectarian divisions may be
present in one country at the same time.

e Many Asian Buddhist organizations are
aggressively exporting their form of
Buddhism throughout the world.

e Some Buddhist traditions are being ac-
tively imported by Western cultures.

e Western teachers are now replacing
Asian teachers in Western countries, and
women teachers are appearing in parity
with male teachers.

e There are many conflicts between Asian
immigrant and American convert com-
munities.

e Western Buddhist communities are sig-
nificantly more democratic than their
Asian Buddhist counterparts.

e Meditation is generally favored by con-
vert Buddhists while other practices are
predominant in Asian immigrant com-
munities.

Contents | Chapter 11: fstart | lend


http://www.tricycle.com
http://www.shambhalasun.com/
http://www.shambhalasun.com/
http://www.globalbuddhism.org/
http://www.globalbuddhism.org/

Additional Material at Buddhism Online:
Self Test Questions
Class Discussion Questions
Essay Questions

Further Reading

Prebish, Charles S. Luminous Passage:

The Practice and Study of Buddhism in
America. Berkeley: University of California
Press, 1999.

Prebish, Charles S. and Martin Baumann
(eds.). Westward Dharma: Buddhism
Beyond Asia. Berkeley: The University of
California Press, 2002.

Prebish, Charles S. and Kenneth Tanaka
(eds.). The Faces of Buddhism in America.
Berkeley: University of California Press,
1998.

Queen, Christopher S. (ed.). Engaged
Buddhism in the West. Boston: Wisdom
Publications, 2000.

Seager, Richard H. Buddhism in America. New
York: Columbia University Press, 2000.

Williams, Duncan Ryuken and Christopher
S. Queen (eds.). American Buddhism:
Methods and Findings in Recent
Scholarship. Richmond, UK: Curzon Press,
1999.

306 Additional Material Contents | Chapter 11: fstart | lend


http://jbeonlinebooks.org/buddhism-online.html
http://jbeonlinebooks.org/buddhism-online.html
http://jbeonlinebooks.org/buddhism-online.html

CHAPTER 12

Socially Engaged Buddhism

In This Chapter

This chapter describes a new movement in
Buddhism known as “socially engaged Bud-
dhism.” It has become so important in modern
Buddhism worldwide that one Buddhist scholar
has argued that it has become a new “ve-
hicle,” joining the previously identified three
vehicles of Buddhism (Hinayana, Mahayana,
and Vajrayana). This chapter outlines the main
features of this new movement and presents

a case study of the Buddhist Peace Fellowship,
one of the largest activist groups in Buddhism.
It concludes with an exposition of and critical
reflection on two issues of importance to en-
gaged Buddhism—human rights and ecology.

Main Topics Covered
What is Socially Engaged Buddhism?
The Buddhist Peace Fellowship
Engaged Buddhism: Old or New?
Human Rights

Ecology

What is Socially Engaged Buddhism?

Not long before Dr. Martin Luther King was as-
sassinated, he nominated the Viethamese monk
Thich Nhat Hanh (mentioned in chapter eight) for
the Nobel Peace Prize. The emergence of what
has come to be known as “socially engaged Bud-
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dhism” or increasingly as “engaged Buddhism,”
owes both its existence and visibility to Thich Nhat
Hanh. This does not mean to say that Buddhism
had never been socially active in its early history,
but rather that Buddhism is often perceived to
be individual and passive in its approach to hu-
man social problems. This viewpoint may have
been the one promoted by the earliest Western
scholars who, in the nineteenth century, tended
to focus on Buddhist texts which seemed almost
world-rejecting. By contrast, more than a centu-
ry later, and utilizing not only Buddhist values,
but also American and European forms of social
protest and active social involvement, socially
engaged Buddhists have aggressively employed
boycotts, hospice work, tax resistance, ecologi-
cal programs, voter mobilization, prison reforms,
letter writing campaigns, and a host of other tech-
niques to actively project Buddhist moral values
into our dialogue with our planet and each other.

The term “socially engaged Buddhism” de-
rives from the French words “engagé” and
“"'engagement,” but Nhat Hanh was actually us-
ing this phrase as a cover-term for three Viet-
namese ideas emphasizing 1) awareness in daily
life, 2) social service, and 3) social activism. This
acknowledgment of the three Vietnamese bases
for socially engaged Buddhism is important be-
cause it captures not only the association of the
term with social, political, economic, and eco-
logical issues, but also a general sense of in-
volving the ordinary lives of families, communi-
ties, and their interrelationship. In other words,
while socially engaged Buddhism applies to hu-
man rights issues such as anti-violence and en-
vironmental concerns, it also impacts the lives
of individual Buddhists living “in the world.”

The interest in socially engaged Buddhism has
been so great that in 1986 Arnold Kotler founded
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Parallax Press in Berkeley in order to publish and
distribute information relevant to the movement.
Although the staple product of Parallax Press
remains the many books written by Thich Nhat
Hanh, it also boasts a wide range of authors and
editors, including Allan Hunt Badiner, Catherine
Ingram, Claude Whitmyer, Joanna Macy, Stephen
Batchelor, Susan Murcott, Maha Ghosananda,
Sulak Sivaraksa, and the Dalai Lama. Moreover,
the press also serves as a resource center for in-
formation on retreats, public lectures, and oth-
er issues relative to socially engaged Buddhism.
Parallax Press is by no means the only publish-
ing outlet for work on socially engaged Bud-
dhism, but it is the most visible and accessible.

One modern Buddhist writer—Christopher
Queen—has suggested that there are four differ-
ent “styles” of Buddhist ethics. The first is called
“The Ethics of Discipline,” in which the conduct
caused by mental impurities fueled by the “three
poisons” of Buddhism—greed, hatred, and delu-
sion—are combated by observing the five vows
of the laity. Here the focus is on the individual
Buddhist practitioner. Then there is “The Ethics
of Virtue,” in which the individual’s relationship
comes more clearly into focus by engaging in
such practices as lovingkindness, compassion,
joy, and equanimity. This marks a shift from ob-
serving strict rules to following a more internally
enforced ethical framework. Third, there is “The
Ethics of Altruism,” in which service to others
predominates. Finally, there is the comprehen-
sive “Ethics of Engagement,” in which the three
previous prescriptions for daily living are ap-
plied to the overall concern for a better society,
and this means creating new social institutions
and relationships. Such an approach involves, as
Queen maintains, awareness, identification of the
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self and the world, and a profound call to action.

It is with that in mind that a number of so-
cially engaged Buddhist activists have worked to
extend the traditional principles of morality into
a program of Buddhist social ethics. In this the
work of Thich Nhat Hanh is paramount. Criti-
cal to the attempt is the notion of extending the
traditional five vows of the laity in accord with a
supplementary series of fourteen precepts (see
text box) constructed by Nhat Hanh as part of the
Tiep Hien Order, or “Order of Interbeing,” a com-
munity of activist-practitioners founded in 1964.

The fourteen precepts of the “Order of Inter-
being”
1. Do not be idolatrous about or bound to
any doctrine, theory, or ideology, even a
Buddhist one.

2. Do not think the knowledge you pres-
ently possess is changeless absolute truth.

3. Do not force others to adopt your views,
whether by authority, threat, money, propa-
ganda, or even education.

4. Do not avoid contact with suffering or
close your eyes to suffering.

5. Do not accumulate wealth while millions
remain hungry.

6. Do not maintain anger or hatred.

7. Do not lose yourself in distraction, in-
wardly or outwardly.

8. Do not utter words that can create dis-
cord or cause your community to split
apart.

9. Do not say untruthful things for the
sake of personal advantage or to impress
people.

10. Do not use the Buddhist community
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for personal gain or profit, or transform
your community into a political party.

11. Do not live with a vocation that is
harmful to humans or nature.

12.Do not kill. Do not let others kill.

13. Possess nothing that should belong to
others.

14. Do not mistreat your body.

Perhaps the greatest challenge for socially en-
gaged Buddhism in the West is organizational.
It is far less developed in its organizational pat-
terns and strategies than its Christian or Jewish
counterparts. As such, it is still learning from the
many experiments in interfaith dialogue, such as
the Society for Buddhist-Christian Studies. Nev-
ertheless, an inspiring array of activities can now
be found in the records of the individual Buddhist
communities who are actively pursuing socially
engaged Buddhist programs. These activities are
highlighted in the many books on the subject, such
as Christopher Queen, Engaged Buddhism in the
West, which vividly feature such projects as the San
FranciscoZen Center’s Hospice Volunteer Program,
the Hartford Zen Center’s Maitri AIDS Hospice, the
Upaya Community’s “Being with Dying” program,
Zen Mountain Monastery’s meditation program
in the New York state prisons, and many others.

The Buddhist Peace Fellowship

Although many Buddhist communities, from the
major sectarian traditions have extensive pro-
grams in various aspects of socially engaged Bud-
dhism, none offers as comprehensive a program
as that of the Buddhist Peace Fellowship based in
Berkeley, California. Working with individual Bud-
dhist communities from virtually all the Buddhist
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traditions, it has sponsored an impressive number
of programs in its short twenty-year history. The
Buddhist Peace Fellowship began in 1978 in Ha-
waii at the Maui Zendo as a project jointly found-
ed by Robert and Anne Aitken, Nelson Foster, and
a few of their Zen friends. Within a short time,
this first American expression of socially engaged
Buddhism was joined by a rather eclectic collec-
tion of Dharma friends that included beat poet
Gary Snyder, academic scholar Alfred Bloom, Bud-
dhist activist Joanna Macy, ex-Theravada monk
Jack Kornfield, and a humber of other American
convert practitioners. From the very beginning,
the group was highly ecumenical in nature; most
of the members of the infant Buddhist Peace Fel-
lowship (BPF) lived in Hawaii or the San Francisco
Bay Area, and in those pre-Internet days it took a
year to build the membership roll to fifty. In order
to maintain a connected sense of networking, the
group began a newsletter, largely facilitated by
Nelson Foster, which eventually grew into a formal
quarterly journal called Turning Wheel (see be-
low). By the end of the 1980s, the group member-
ship had grown to several hundred members and
the organization had moved its base of operations
to Berkeley, but more importantly, it had actively
campaigned for human rights in Bangladesh, Viet-
nam, and Cambodia, and also worked to free im-
prisoned monks who belonged to Vietnam’s Uni-
fied Buddhist Church. Shortly thereafter, the BPF
hired a part-time coordinator and began forming
its first member chapters. Editorial responsibility
for the newsletter passed to Fred Eppsteiner and
later to Arnie Kotler. The organization also became
a vehicle for beginning to document some of the
rapid growth in American Buddhist communities.

In 1983, the BPF (along with the San Francisco
Zen Center) sponsored its first retreat for Western
Buddhists at Zen Mountain Center (at Tassajara
Hot Springs). Longer BPF co-sponsored tours took
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place in 1985, 1987, and 1989. Eventually, near
the end of the decade, Thich Nhat Hanh’s lay com-
munity in the West shared office space in Berke-
ley with the BPF and the growing Parallax Press.

The BPF is a totally non-denomination-
al Buddhist group that describes itself as be-
ing composed of “meditating activists.” It
offers a simple, fivefold statement of pur-
pose, shown in the accompanying text box.

The Five Aims of the Buddhist Peace Fellowship

1. To make clear public withess to Bud-
dhist practice and interdependence as a
way of peace and protection for all beings.

2. To raise peace, environmental, feminist,
and social justice concerns among North
American Buddhists.

3. To bring a Buddhist perspective of
nonduality to contemporary social action
and environmental movements.

4. To encourage the practice of nonvio-
lence based on the rich resources of tra-
ditional Buddhist and Western spiritual
teachings.

5. To offer avenues for dialogue and ex-
change among the diverse North American
and world sanghas.

There is no need to maintain active status
in any Buddhist organization in order to be a
member of the BPF, and membership is avail-
able for an inexpensive yearly fee, which sup-
ports the work of the group and entitles mem-
bers to a subscription to Turning Wheel.

As of this writing, the BPF has thirty-six chap-
ters spread across the United States. It also has af-
filiates in Australia, Bangladesh, Canada, Germa-
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ny, India, Japan, Ladakh, Mexico, Nepal, Thailand,
and the United Kingdom. The membership base
of the BPF is largely among the American convert
Buddhist population, but the BPF works exten-
sively with ethnic Buddhists and people of color
who adopt Buddhism as BPF members try to move
beyond any residual ethnic or racial insensitivities.

The BPF “seeks to awaken peace where there
is conflict, bring insight to institutionalized igno-
rance, promote communication and cooperation
among sanghas, and in the spirit of wisdom, com-
passion, and harmony, offer practical help wher-
ever possible.” In view of this mission statement,
the BPF can work with almost any Buddhist com-
munity or Dharma center, and with Christian and
Jewish groups as well. In addition to its peace
efforts in the United States, focusing largely on
weapons control and non-violence, the BPF has
focused its outreach program on the international
effort to promote peace in Asia. A major part of
that effort concentrated on trying to bring about
the release of Aung San Suu Kyi after years of
“house arrest” in Burma, and on acquiring low-in-
terest loans for right-livelihood projects with Ti-
betan exile communities living in India and Nepal.

This international work of the BPF is orga-
nized as part of their allied association with the
International Network of Engaged Buddhists (INEP),
organized in February 1989 in Thailand by peace
activist Sulak Sivraksa and others. The INEP has
groups in more than thirty countries working to-
ward the advancement of socially engaged Bud-
dhism in an atmosphere of inter-Buddhist and in-
ter-religious cooperation, attempting to support
“grassroots Dharma activism around the world.”

Up to now, the major areas of INEB interest
have been human rights, non-violence, the en-
vironment, women’s issues, alternative edu-
cation, and the integration of spirituality and
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activism. During its first seven years of exis-
tence, the INEP promoted these issues by hold-
ing an annual winter conference, and now
schedules these conferences in alternating
years. Their vision and strategy is clear enough:

1. Creating a variety of working groups to
explore ways in which Buddhism can be
applied in the search for new global para-
digms.

2. Furthering INEB’s resources to dissemi-
nate information on urgent action and
human rights campaigns, training work-
shops, and for our understanding of this
interdependent world.

3. Helping to develop workshops and
qualified trainers at the grassroots level in
various countries and regions.

The INEP works closely with another of Su-
lak Sivaraksa’s programs, founded in Thailand in
1995, and known as the Spirit in Education Move-
ment (SEM). This program promotes alternative,
experiential education that addresses issues such
as deep ecology, consumerism, and so forth. In
addition, the INEB runs an information network,
and has developed an extensive publishing pro-
gram for the production of books and pamphlets.
To stimulate a continually fresh flow of ideas, the
INEP began a project known as “Think Sangha,”
which in 1992 emerged out of a small circle of
activists called the “Buddhism and Social Analysis
Group” that sought to network with many schol-
ar-activists in producing Buddhist models for ef-
fective social action. Functioning like a think tank,
but based on a Buddhist community model, this
group has held international meetings as a ve-
hicle for calling attention to its attempt to inte-
grate Buddhist moral values into real-world ac-
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tivities in a way that moves beyond theoretical
models. Their vision of community is forthrightly
stated, too: “Our sense of ‘sangha’ is a commu-
nity of people who interact, challenge, and sup-
port one another in the spirit of transformation.”

The most challenging program of the BPF is its
“Buddhist Alliance for Social Engagement” project
(BASE). It is based upon its supporters trying to
actualize the bodhisattva’s vow to save all beings
through an active agenda of social and personal
transformation. BASE involves six-month cycles
of either part-time or full-time commitment. The
program started in the Bay Area, but has now
spread to other locations. To some degree, the
BASE program of training, meditation, and service
mirrors the life of a Buddhist monk or nun in Asia,
but reflects the American Buddhist preference for
a non-monastic lifestyle. BASE participants may
enroll full-time (working thirty hours per week in
a placement, and thus becoming eligible for fi-
nancial support), part-time (working fifteen hours
per week in a placement while they maintain their
regular, outside employment), or on a “job as
placement” basis (for those who are already en-
gaged in social action work, and who participate
in the training component of the BASE program).

The BASE program focuses on four ma-
jor components: (a) social action; (b) retreat and
training; (c) commitment; and (d) community. The
social action component involves fifteen to thir-
ty hours of work each week in a service or social
justice organization. Organizers of the program
try to match candidates’ skills, backgrounds, and
interests closely with the organization of place-
ment. So far, placements have involved hospice
work with the Zen Hospice Project, support work
at the Women’s Cancer Resource Center, work-
ing at a local San Francisco health clinic for home-
less persons, providing assistance to Bay Area
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anti-nuclear and environmental groups, and
working in one of the urban community garden
projects in the Bay Area. The core of the BASE
program is its retreat and training component.

BASE Training revolves around:

1. Comprehensive study of the roots
of engaged Buddhism and its current
manifestations.

2. General Dharma teachings and prac-
tice.

3. Applications of Buddhist practice to the
daily experience of social action.

4. Buddhist-based group dynamics.

The retreat aspect of the program includes:

1.Twice weekly gathering of meditation/
study/discussion on issues of socially
engaged Buddhism.

2. Monthly retreats (1-5 days).

3.0pportunity for dialogue and study with
activists and thinkers.

4.Mentorship with local Buddhist activists
providing ongoing spiritual guidance and
support.

The commitment component requires each
BASE participant to make a full six-month obliga-
tion to the program, during which time the volun-
teer will work diligently at Dharma study, Buddhist
practice, and social action. Finally, the community
component provides a contextual basis in which
to frame the above three aspects of the program.
In this aspect of the BASE program, all partici-

317 The Buddhist Peace Fellowship Contents | Chapter 12: Tstart | lend




pants are linked to the entire Bay Area Buddhist
community, construed as broadly as possible.

Like many American Buddhist communities,
the BPF publishes a journal, known as Turning
Wheel, as noted above. It is published quarterly,
with individual issues corresponding to the sea-
sons. The journal is organized into three primary
parts. The first presents a series of “regular de-
partments,” which includes letters; Buddhist read-
ings; columns on ecology; Buddhist activists in
history; family practice; news from the chapters;
announcements and classifieds; and a director’s
report. The second is the heart of the journal, and
includes a series of articles on a particular theme.
Thematic issues have focused on sexual miscon-
duct, home and homelessness, family, hatred,
cities, health and health care, and weapons. The
third section features book reviews on topics of
interest to the BPF. Books can range from the crit-
ically important Engaged Buddhist Reader, edited
by Arnold Kotler, to the pleasant but highly per-
tinent That’s Funny, You Don’t Look Buddhist: On
Being a Faithful Jew and a Passionate Buddhist, by
Sylvia Boorstein. The journal also publishes oc-
casional pieces of art and poems. Although it can
hardly rival more popular Buddhist publications,
having a circulation of only about 6,000, it is one
of the most balanced and even-handed Buddhist
publications in print. It cuts across tradition and
sectarian barriers in its attempt to stimulate useful
dialogue and social activism. The BPF also maintain
an Internet Discussion Group (bpf-ineb) which ad-
dresses all aspects of socially engaged Buddhism.

By any standards, the Buddhist Peace Fel-
lowship is a most unusual Buddhist community.
It owes allegiance to no one teacher or tradition,
draws freely from the Theravada, Mahayana, and
Vajrayana schools of Buddhism, emphasizes free
choice of Buddhist lifestyle, and has no elabo-
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rate Dharma centers or temples which function
as a home base of operations. In fact, its nation-
al headquarters is located on the outskirts of a
Berkeley schoolyard. Any first-time visitor would
be shocked upon entering its cramped and hum-
ble quarters. It is perhaps best to identify the site
as a creative application of efficient space man-
agement. Yet, to spend one more word on the na-
tional headquarters of the BPF would entirely miss
the point of the remarkable work marshaled by this
selfless group of Buddhist activists. With the help
of just a little up-to-date information exchange
technology, a powerful impact for peace is made
from this tiny office. And in so doing, the BPF is
effective in demonstrating the full extent of what a
non-traditional Buddhist community can accom-
plish when wisdom and compassion are combined
with healthy doses of energy and motivation.

Engaged Buddhism: Old or New?

Opinion is currently divided on to what extent
engaged Buddhism is a “new” form of Buddhism,
forged by modernity in response to contemporary
concerns, and to what extent it exhibits continuity
with traditional Buddhism. Thich Nhat Hanh has
stated that Buddhists have always been socially
engaged, and so a socially engaged Buddhism is
“nothing new.” Supporters of this view stress that
the characterization of Buddhism as “world-re-
nouncing” is a caricature and point to the concept
ofthe bodhisattvainwhichselfless service to others
is the supreme ideal. They also portray the Buddha
himself as a social activist who chose to reform so-
ciety by founding a sangha rather than a kingdom.

Others claim that while social ideals may have
been latent in Buddhist teachings they were never
actualized until modern times, and therefore en-
gaged Buddhism constitutes a sufficient depar-
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ture from tradition to merit recognition as a new
movement in much the same way that Mahayana
Buddhism came to be regarded as novel and dis-
tinctive. Arguments purporting to demonstrate
both continuity and discontinuity with the past
are commonly heard, and often make reference
to particular historical examples where Bud-
dhism was seen to be more (or less) “engaged.”

Some commentators claim that Christianity
has played a part in the emergence of engaged
Buddhism, and see its concern with social reform
as inspired more by liberal Protestant notions of
social service and activism than Buddhist teach-
ings. Others draw a parallel with the “liberation
theology” movement in Latin America and other
parts of the third world. In the recent book Ac-
tion Dharma, James Deitrick describes this sup-
posed mingling of cultural values as “the infusion
of Euro-American thought into the veins of Bud-
dhist Asia.” The arguments go back and forth,
but while it is fair to say that there is continuity at
the level of values between ancient and modern
Buddhism, there is undeniably discontinuity at
the level of issues. The kinds of issues which oc-
cupy socially engaged Buddhists are essentially of
a contemporary nature and there is little evidence
of concern for these matters in traditional scrip-
tures. To conclude the chapter we will discuss two
guestions which are of concern to engaged Bud-
dhism—human rights and ecology—in order to il-
lustrate the approaches engaged Buddhist writ-
ers have adopted and the difficulties they face.

Human Rights

Political events in the course of this century have
pushed the issue of human rights to the top of
the Buddhist agenda. The Chinese invasion of
Tibet, the bitter ethnic conflict in Sri Lanka, and
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the experience of dictatorship in countries such
as Burma have all provided Buddhism with first-
hand experience of human rights violations.
When discussing such cases, leading Asian and
Western Buddhists routinely express their con-
cern about social injustice in the vocabulary of
human rights, but few stop to ask how far is this
language is appropriate for Buddhism, and how
well the Western concept of human rights fits into
the general framework of Buddhist teachings.

The concept of rights is extremely important
in Western discussions of social, political and eth-
ical issues. Slogans such as the “right to choose,”
“the right to life,” and (in the context of euthana-
sia) the “right to die,” are the common currency
of contemporary debate, as we will see in the fol-
lowing chapter. The concept of a right emerged
in the West as the result of a particular combina-
tion of social, political, and intellectual develop-
ments which have not been repeated elsewhere.
From the Enlightenment in the eighteenth cen-
tury, rights have occupied center-stage in legal
and political discourse, and provides a supple and
flexible language in terms of which individuals
may express their claims to justice. A right may be
defined as an exercisable power vested in an in-
dividual. This power may be thought of as a ben-
efit or entitlement, which allows the right-holder
to impose a claim upon others or to remain im-
mune from demands which others seek to impose.

Contemporary human rights charters typically
set out a list of basic rights which are held to be
possessed by all human beings without distinc-
tion as to race or creed. Many Buddhists subscribe
to such Charters, and Buddhist leaders such as
the Dalai Lama can often be heard endorsing the
principles these charters embody. None of the
rights mentioned in the thirty-nine articles of the
Universal Declaration of Human Rights proclaimed
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by the General Assembly of the United Nations in
1948 would seem to be in conflict with Buddhist
teachings. Certain of these rights, indeed, seem to
be foreshadowed in Buddhist sources: for exam-
ple, a right not to be held in slavery can be found
in the canonical prohibition on trade in living be-
ings (A.iii.208). It is also arguable that other hu-
man rights are implicit in the Buddhist precepts.
The right not to be killed or tortured, for example,
may be thought of as implicit in the First Precept.

A major problem for proponents of Buddhist
human rights, however, is that traditional sourc-
es have little to say about the kinds of questions
which are now regarded as human rights issues.
There is no word in early Buddhist sources cor-
responding to the notion of “rights” in the way
understood in the West. If Buddhism has no word
for and hence apparently no concept of rights,
how appropriate is it for Buddhists to use the lan-
guage of rights when discussing moral issues?

A Buddhist may wish to argue that the dis-
course of rights is not inappropriate for Buddhism
because rights and duties are related. Buddhist
sources speak more about duties than rights, but
a right can be regarded as the converse of a duty.
If A has a duty to B, then B stands in the position
of beneficiary and has a right to whatever ben-
efit flows from the performance of his duty on the
part of A. Although rights are not explicitly men-
tioned in Buddhist sources, it may be thought that
they are implicit in the notion of Dharmic duties.
For example, if a king has a duty to rule justly,
then it can be said that citizens have a “right” to
fair treatment. At a more general level, if every-
one has a duty not to take life, then living crea-
tures have a right to life; if everyone has a duty
not to steal, then everyone has a right not to be
unjustly deprived of their property. Thus it might
be argued that the concept of rights is implicit in
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Dharma, and that rights and duties are like sepa-
rate windows onto the common good of justice.

A line of argument of the kind just sketched
may be the beginnings of a justification for an en-
gaged Buddhist doctrine of rights. However, Bud-
dhism must show not only that it can engage in
“rights talk” but also that the rights it claims to
defend have a genuine basis in Buddhist doctrine.
How might it do this? It might begin by pointing
out that human rights are closely tied to the no-
tion of human dignity. Many human rights char-
ters, in fact, explicitly derive the former from the
latter. In many religions human dignity is said to
derive from the fact that human beings are cre-
ated in the image of God. Buddhism, of course,
makes no such theological claim. This makes it
difficult to see what the source of human dignity
might be, but if it is not to be sought at a theo-
logical level presumably it must be sought at a
human one. For Buddhism, it seems that human
dignity flows from the capacity of human beings
to gain enlightenment, as demonstrated by the
historical figure of the Buddha and the saints of
the Buddhist tradition. A Buddha is a living cel-
ebration of human potential, and it is in the pro-
found knowledge and compassion which he ex-
emplifies—qualities which all human beings can
emulate—that human dignity is rooted. Buddhism
teaches that we are all potential Buddhas (some
Mahayana schools express this by saying that all
beings possess the “Buddha-nature” or the seed
of enlightenment). By virtue of this common po-
tential for enlightenment, all individuals are wor-
thy of respect, and justice therefore demands that
the rights of each individual must be protected.

Not all Buddhists, however, are happy with the
Western terminology used above. Phrases such as
“human dignity” are not found in Buddhist litera-
ture and sound alien to their ears. The empha-
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sis on the role of the individuals as the primary
bearer of rights also seems egocentric and out
of keeping with Buddhist teachings on interrelat-
edness and interdependency. Instead some con-
temporary writers have sought to ground a Bud-
dhist doctrine of human rights on notions which
have a more authentic Buddhist pedigree, such
as compassion (karuna), and the doctrine of de-
pendent origination (pratitya-samutpada). It re-
mains to be seen how successful these attempts
will be, and whether in time the foundations can
be laid for a specifically Buddhist doctrine of hu-
man rights to emerge. An intellectual underpin-
ning of some kind seem necessary if engaged
Buddhists are to continue to ground calls for re-
spect for human rights in Buddhist teachings.

Ecology

Another issue of concern to engaged Buddhists is
ecology. Buddhism is seen by many in the move-
ment as being “environmentally friendly,” and a
contrast is often drawn between Buddhism’s atti-
tude to the natural world and that of Christianity.
According to the account of creation in the Book
of Genesis, the world was created by God, and
man was appointed as his steward with domin-
ion over it. Writers such as Lynn White have seen
this belief as fostering the view that nature exists
purely for man’s enjoyment, thereby leading in-
exorably to the exploitation of natural resources,
the rise of consumer societies, and ultimately to
the present ecological crisis. Buddhism, by con-
trast, as we saw in the Agganna-sutta discussed in
chapter one, teaches that mankind and the natural
world evolved together and that the moral sta-
tus of human beings has a profound effect on the
environment. But is it anachronistic to read en-
vironmental concern (or the lack of it) into these
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creation stories, and to what extent do texts such
as the Agganna-sutta demonstrate a serious in-
terest in ecology on the part of ancient Buddhism?

Many volumes have been written by engaged
Buddhists seeking to demonstrate the environ-
mental credentials of Buddhism. Three particu-
larly influential books were Buddhism and Ecol-
ogy, edited by Martine Batchelor and Kerry Brown;
Dharma Gaia, edited by Alan Hunt Badiner; and
Buddhism and Ecology: The Interconnection of
Dharma and Deeds (referred to below as Dhar-
ma and Deeds), edited by Mary Evelyn Tucker and
Duncan Ryuken Williams. The essays in these vol-
umes borrow various ideas from Buddhism and
apply them to current environmental problems.
They also draw on a wide range of examples, from
ancient Theravada to the modern West, and make
frequent reference to ancient Buddhist thinkers
like Nagarjuna, medieval Japanese poets such as
Basho and Chan-jan, socially engaged Thai Bud-
dhists such as Buddhadasa Bhikkhu, and leading
contemporary figures such as the Dalai Lama.

An essay that expresses both social and polit-
ical concerns is Joanna Macy and A.T. Ariyaratne’s
introduction to the Sarvodaya movement in Sri
Lanka. Sarvodaya is a movement that promotes
self-reliance amongst the local population as well
as the decentralization of power. Importance is
given to controlling the pollution that has blight-
ed nature and, metaphorically, human wisdom.
The essay expresses the powerful nature of the
movement in the shift of power from a central to
local base, and this movement is spoken of as a
Buddhist initiative. Macy, at one point in the es-
say claims Sarvodaya as “a philosophy of devel-
opment based on indigenous religious tradition,
that is, on the Dharma.” Although the founder of
Sarvodaya, A.T. Ariyaratne, clearly has a vision-
ary approach to contemporary problems, it is
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not entirely clear how much Sarvodaya owes to
Buddhism. Critics have suggested, for example,
that the movement is more inspired by Gandhi-
an ideals than by Buddhism. It has been said that
the concept of the voluntary communal work
groups which underpin the movement is “nei-
ther uniquely Buddhist nor uniquely Sri Lankan.”

Some of the writings touch upon the economic,
social and political dimensions of the environment
from a Buddhist perspective. In Dharma Gaia, for
instance, Stephen Batchelor’s essay entitled “Bud-
dhist Economics Reconsidered” suggests the adop-
tion of new terms and values for a Buddhist eco-
nomic theory. He writes that a Buddhist economics
must be based on the concept of non-duality in
such a way that the separation between agent, act
and object becomes conceptual. For this to hap-
pen the foundation must be emptiness (Slinyata),
which the author understands as the view of things
and minds as non-separate. The economics would
also have to consider the Buddhist acceptance
of reality as “acentric,” or that that no one thing
occupies a central place as compared to others.

The literature also reveals a good deal of in-
terest in animal welfare. Christopher Key Chap-
ple’s essay in Dharma and Deeds interprets the
Jatakas as simple moral tales containing a strong
environmental message due to their reference to
animals. He points out that animals are included
in the six categories of beings of Buddhist cos-
mology, as we saw in chapter one. That animals
can be seen as potential humans in the Jatakas
appears to make the boundary between animals
and humans much more fluid than it is in the
West. Duncan Ryidken Williams’s essay in the
same volume discusses the Hojo-e ceremony of
releasing captured wildlife into its natural hab-
itat in medieval Japan. It would seem, however,
that what began as a compassionate action to-
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wards animals soon became politicized and cor-
rupted and was no longer sympathetic toward
animals. This ceremony is often quoted as an ex-
ample of Buddhist environmentalism, but this ex-
ample makes the author cautious and he warns
against the idealization of Buddhist practices.

In Dharma Gaia, William Lafleur mentions
Zhanran, a thinker of the Tientai School, who
spoke of the enlightenment of grass and trees.
Lafleur draws the conclusion that some later
schools such as Zen, Huayan and Tientai were
able to establish, through Mahayana universalism
and the logic of interdependence, that Buddha-
hood is shared by all sattva, that is, by all be-
ings and phenomena. While this seems a prom-
ising basis for ecology, much work remains to
be done to turn it into a fully-fledged theory.

It is noticeable that ecological writings con-
tain in them some reference to Buddhist doctrines
such as no-self (anatman), emptiness (Stinyavada),
dependent origination (pratitya-samutpada),
karma and others. These doctrines are linked to
the promotion of environmental protection, but
for the most part it remains to be demonstrated
how such a connection can be established. Inter-
dependence in particular has come under attack
as a foundation for environmental ethics: where
environmental ethics typically wishes to prove the
inherent value of all parts of the natural world,
interdependence seeks quite the opposite, see-
ing entities as lacking intrinsic nature and deriv-
ing their value from a relationship to other things.

Meditation is commonly seen as a resource
that supports eco-Buddhism, and there are many
references to the environmental crisis as being
essentially a spiritual crisis. Buddhism is seen by
engaged Buddhists as having the necessary re-
sources for addressing this problem. In Dharma
and Deeds, Ruben Habito’s essay on Zen prac-
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tice strives to prove that Zen teachings support
the well-being of the earth. It might be thought
that Zen’s preoccupation with the “within” and the
“present” excludes the “without” and the “past/
future.” However the author rules this out as un-
true, for Zen meditation leads to the deepening of
mindfulness as well as the awakening of the true
self and its realization in ordinary life. This actu-
ally helps us to overcome the dichotomy of seeing
ourselves as other and, therefore, cultivates a true
ecological attitude. Martin Pitt’s essay, “The Peb-
ble and the Tide” in Dharma Gaia, also stresses
the point that meditation is at the heart of true
ecological awareness. In the same section is Su-
zanne Head’s very moving essay. Head describes
her direct experience of wilderness when on a re-
treat to re-establish a healthy relationship with
the earth. The focus here is on different ways to
reconnect with nature, such as different sorts of
meditations, mindful verses or gathas, haiku po-
etry, or simply an attitude of gratitude towards
the earth. Much importance is given to such prac-
tices, but it perhaps needs to be reiterated that
the Buddha at no stage specifically suggested any
of the above exercises as a means of gaining en-
vironmental awareness; they were all, rather, a
way of calming the mind in preparation for the
final goal of nirvana. That ecological awareness
results from meditation, thus, remains an inci-
dental consequence rather than a primary one.

Apart from meditation, practice and the con-
cern about how to translate the teachings into
action occupy an important place. Buddhist na-
ture activists and observers try to understand the
issues involved and the success of the ventures
undertaken. The essays concerned with prac-
tices cover diverse attitudes seen in India, Japan,
America, Viethnam and Thailand. Helena Norberg-
Hodge’s essay, “May a Hundred Plants Grow From
One Seed,” in Buddhism and Ecology looks at the
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traditional ecological tradition of Ladakh in India,
which she finds is attuned to climatic conditions
where frugality is a way of life. The monastery oc-
cupies an important position and is involved in
community life. However, she points out that the
situation has changed since the introduction of
modernity. The author is now actively involved in
promoting sustainable development projects for
Ladakh. This essay has an anthropological charac-
ter and the way of life projected may be more de-
pendent on culture and climate than on Buddhism.

The nature of the monastic community in
Thailand and its role in reducing environment-
related problems is often discussed in engaged
Buddhist literature. In this context, the practice
of the ordination of trees by Thai monks can be
mentioned. A typical case was when a group of
so-called “ecology monks” wrapped monks’ robes
around a number of large trees in a rain for-
est threatened by the construction of a dam. An
adapted monastic ordination ceremony was also
performed as a consciousness-raising exercise to
draw attention to environmental destruction. That
this is a Buddhist practice at all, however, is con-
troversial and has led to the expulsion of many
monks from the more traditional sanghas, which
casts doubt on the authenticity of this environ-
mental practice as genuinely Buddhist. Elsewhere
in the Buddhist world Yokoyama’s essay explores
the harmony in nature as extolled by various Jap-
anese Buddhist schools, and concludes by saying
that he sees the potential in Japan to develop an
environmentally protective way of life. A problem
for this line of argument is that Japan in fact has
a poor record on environmental conservation.

In conclusion we must pose the question
“How Buddhist is engaged Buddhism?” Stephanie
Kaza ends her essay in Dharma and Deeds with
an important comment: “At this point it is unclear
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whether ecological practices are primarily moti-
vated by Buddhist tradition or by American envi-
ronmentalism.” There seems to be a questioning
here of the very foundations of American eco-
Buddhism, by an American Buddhist herself. The
emphasis, indeed, seems to be on how the tradi-
tion has been interpreted by renowned American
environmentalists and brings to mind lan Harris’s
comment that “Much that masquerades under the
label of ecoBuddhism [...] on analysis, turns out
to be an uneasy partnership between Spinozism,
New Age Religiosity and highly selective Bud-
dhism” (see links in Further Reading). It is clear
that engaged Buddhism has achieved a great deal
in practical and organizational terms in a short
space of time, but it still faces the challenge of
demonstrating that its beliefs, practices and values
are a genuine expression of Buddhist religiosity.

Key Points You Need to Know

e Socially engaged Buddhism has become
the leading activist approach for social
causes in Buddhism throughout the
world.

e The leading figures in socially engaged
Buddhism are Thich Nhat Hanh and Su-
lak Sivaraksa.

e Thich Nhat Hanh has created an organi-
zation called the “Order of Interbeing,”
with fourteen basic precepts for moral
action.

e In the United States, the Buddhist Peace
Fellowship is the most active socially
engaged Buddhist organization.

e The Buddhist Peace Fellowship runs, or
is part of, two major activist programs:
the Buddhist Alliance for Social Engage-
ment (BASE) and the International Net-
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work of Engaged Buddhists (INEB).

e Political developments in many Bud-
dhist countries have made the issue of
human rights vitally important for Bud-
dhists, but an authentically Buddhist
doctrine of human rights has not yet
emerged.

e Environmental issues are of great im-
portance to engaged Buddhists, yet
many such issues of contemporary
concern are barely mentioned in the
ancient scriptures.

e Critics suggest that engaged Buddhism
owes more to Western than Buddhist
values.

e Many Buddhists argue that Buddhism
should develop its own response to
contemporary problems rather than
adopting Western ones.

Additional Material at Buddhism Online:
Self Test Questions
Class Discussion Questions
Essay Questions
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CHAPTER 13

Ethics

In This Chapter

Buddhism is widely admired for its moral val-
ues, particularly its emphasis on non-violence,
tolerance and compassion. Its ethical teach-
ings are also distinctive by virtue of the doc-
trine of karma, which was explained in chapter
one and so will not be discussed again here.
Instead this chapter first of all explores the
foundations of Buddhist ethics before consid-
ering one of the most controversial issues of
modern times—war and terrorism.

Main Topics Covered
e Dharma as Moral Foundation
e Buddhist Precepts and Virtues
e Monastic Ethics
e Ahimsa
e Skillful Means
e War and terrorism

Dharma as Moral Foundation

The ultimate basis for Buddhist morality is Dhar-
ma. We explored the meaning of this term in
chapter one, and saw that it embodies the notion
of a cosmic order underlying both the laws of na-
ture (such as gravity and causation) and also the
moral laws which regulate human conduct (such
as karma). Buddhists, accordingly, see morality
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as embedded in the nature of things and believe
that someone who leads a moral life is in harmony
with the cosmic order and as a result can expect
to prosper and flourish. Those who live immor-
ally, on the other hand, and pursue a course con-
trary to the requirements of Dharma, can expect
only unhappiness and misfortune as a result.

In his first sermon, when the Buddha “turned
the wheel of the Dharma,” he made reference to
the Fourth Noble Truth, setting out the Path that
leads to nirvana. This Path, as we saw in chap-
ter three, is a threefold one consisting of Mo-
rality (S1la), Meditation (samadhi), and Wisdom
(prajna). We see from this that morality is inte-
gral to the religious life, and since the sources
always list the three components in the same
order we can conclude that morality is the fore-
runner and prerequisite for the other two.

Because of the underlying belief in Dharma,
Buddhist schools tend to share a common core
of moral teachings, virtues, and precepts. While
there are differences in emphasis—for example,
the Mahayana emphasizes compassion (karuna)
to a greater degree than the Theravada—we find a
broadly similar set of precepts and virtues set out
in different schools. Perhaps the most striking ex-
ception to the general pattern is in Tantra, where,
in certain restricted circumstances, conventional
moral teachings appear to be inverted as part of
esoteric religious training. By and large, howev-
er, lay Buddhists around the world would recog-
nize the Five Precepts as the basis of their moral
practice, while Buddhist monks and nuns would
regard the Vinaya (in its different recensions) as
a binding code of conduct. Moral teachings such
as the “Golden Rule” (which in the Buddhist ver-
sion counsels us not to do to others anything we
would not like them to do to ourselves) are also
universally admired and expounded. For example,
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the Dhammapada states: “All tremble at violence,
all fear death. Comparing oneself with others
one should neither kill nor cause to kill (v.129).”

Buddhist Precepts

There are five main sets of precepts in Bud-
dhism:

1. The Five Precepts (pafica-S$ila).
2. The Eight Precepts (astanga-Sila).
3. The Ten Precepts (dasa-sila).

4. The Ten Good Paths of Action (dasa-
kusala-karmapatha).

5. The Monastic Disciplinary Code
(pratimoksa).

The most widely observed of these codes is
the first, the Five Precepts for laymen. These
five are supplemented by additional precepts
according to the status of the practitioner or
to suit particular ceremonial occasions. The
fifth precept, against taking intoxicants, for
example, is thought to be particularly relevant
for layfolk, while the Eight and Ten precepts,
which supplement the basic five with addition-
al restrictions such as on the time when meals
may be taken, are commonly adopted as ad-
ditional commitments on holy days (posadha).
The disciplinary code (pratimoksa) contained
in the Vinaya is a set of over two hundred rules
(the exact number varies between schools)
which sets out in detail the regulations for
communal monastic life.

As is common in traditional societies, in India
moral teachings are usually expressed in the form
of duties rather than rights. These duties are of-
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ten thought of as linked to a person’s social sta-
tus (such as the caste to which they belong) or
their profession or occupation. Ultimately, how-
ever, all moral obligations have their foundation
in Dharma, and there are certain basic require-
ments of Dharma that all must respect, regard-
less of their social standing or occupation. In
Buddhism, these basic requirements of morality
are expressed in the form of precepts, and on
becoming a Buddhist a person participates in a
ceremony known as “going for refuge” in which
he or she formally “take the precepts”—in other
words, give a voluntary undertaking to respect
and observe them. Interestingly, those becoming
Buddhists are not called up to make any avowal
of faith in particular beliefs or doctrines, which
suggests that in Buddhism moral conduct is
seen as more important than dogmas or creeds.

The Five Precepts

This is the most widely-known list of precepts
in Buddhism, comparable in influence to the
“Ten Commandments” of Christianity. The Five
Precepts are undertaken as voluntary commit-
ments in the ceremony of “taking refuge” when
a person becomes a Buddhist. They are as fol-
lows:

(1) I undertake the precept to refrain from
harming living creatures.

(2) I undertake the precept to refrain from
taking what has not been given.

(3) I undertake the precept to refrain from
sexual immorality.

(4) | undertake the precept to refrain from
speaking falsely.

(5) I undertake the precept to refrain from
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taking intoxicants.

Some important texts on ethics from the Pali
Canon are available online, as is in-depth in-
formation on each of the Five Precepts.

Monastic Ethics

As noted in chapter four, the life of a Buddhist
monk or nun is regulated by the Vinaya. The Vi-
naya contains information on the origins of the
sangha, the early councils, disputes over matters
of monastic conduct, and also recounts how the
traditions of the order arose. The Vinaya also in-
cludes a code of over 200 rules for monks (the
exact number varies between 218 to 263 de-
pending on the school) known as the pratimoksa.
There is a separate code of rules for nuns which is
stricter in some respects, and contains from 279
to 380 rules. While many of these rules are of an
ethical nature, a large number deal with matters
such as diet, clothing, dwellings, furniture, and
personal possessions. The rules are arranged in
eight sections in decreasing order of seriousness.

The Vinaya is in some ways comparable to the
Rule of St. Benedict, a code of conduct introduced
in the sixth century and still followed today by
Christian monks of the Benedictine Order. The
Buddhist Vinaya predates this by almost a thou-
sand years, and is also more extensive, contain-
ing a good deal of background material explaining
how each rule came to be introduced, and detail-
ing exceptions and modifications that were made
due to new circumstances over the course of time.
In these accounts, the Buddha is depicted as lay-
ing down the individual rules, although it is clear
that a number of them date from after his death.

Sections of the Vinaya are a bit like the tran-
script of a court hearing, or the shorthand notes
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a scribe might have made when recording the es-
sential points of each case and the verdict handed
down. They style is terse and legalistic, but com-
mentators subsequently added their reflections
and conjectures to cast light on obscure points
(@ modern commentary on the rules is available
online). These writings mark the beginnings
of a legal tradition which takes the early moral
teachings as its basis and seeks to develop prin-
ciples of jurisprudence to resolve questions of
guilt and innocence when monks were thought
to have infringed the rules. The monastic pre-
cepts of the Vinaya can therefore be seen as a
combi—nation of moral precepts with additional
regulations designed to encourage self-disci-
pline, and to ensure the smooth running of mo-
nastic communities which were rapidly increasing
in size. Of key importance was the public face of
sangha and its status in the eyes of the lay com-
munity: a sangha riven with dissent and lax in
discipline would bring the teachings of the Bud-
dha into disrepute, and jeopardize the econom-
ic support of the laity on which the monasteries
depended for their survival. In this respect, the
twice-monthly posadha ceremony at which all the
resident monks assemble to hear the rules recit-
ed functions as a public affirmation of the col-
lective moral purity of the monastic community.

Virtues

To be seen to be following the rules and observ-
ing the precepts is an important aspect of mor-
al practice but there is an internal dimension to
ethics which is also important. Buddhist teach-
ings place great emphasis on the cultivation of
good qualities known as virtues. These are habits
or patterns of behavior which are thought to be
morally exemplary, such as the courage, hon-
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esty, and generosity. An individual who develops
these qualities to the point where they become
second-nature is regarded as a person of integ-
rity who can serve as a role-model for others.
Those people who risk their lives for others, who
tell the truth and refuse to compromise on ba-
sic principles, or who act unselfishly and put the
interests of others before their own, are rightly
regarded as heroes and worthy of respect and
admiration. Such good qualities become so in-
tegrated into the personality of these individuals
that they are almost incapable of acting other-
wise. To attain a state of such natural and spon-
taneous goodness is the goal of Buddhist ethics.

The three most basic Buddhist virtues—which
we may call the “cardinal virtues” of Buddhism—
are known as non-greed (araga), non-hatred
(advesa), and non-delusion (amoha). These are
the opposite of the three “roots of evil” (akusSala-
mula) or “three poisons” namely greed, hatred, and
delusion, which are depicted at the centre of the
bhavacakra or wheel of life as we saw in chapter
one. If we wanted to use more familiar terminology
to characterize the three cardinal virtues we could
label the first one as unselfishness, generosity or
liberality. Basically it means abandoning attach-
ment and thinking of others rather than of oneself.
The second could be called benevolence, since it
is presupposes an attitude of goodwill towards
all beings and a disposition to seek their welfare.
Non-delusion means wisdom or understand-
ing, particularly with respect to important prin-
ciples such as the Four Noble Truths of Buddhism.

From the three core or cardinal virtues many
others spring. One of the most important of these
is compassion (karuna). This was discussed in
chapter six in the context of Mahayana Buddhism.
The list of the Six Perfections (paramita) provides
a convenient tabulation of the virtues of a bodhi-
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sattva, namely gen—erosity (dana), morality (s1la),
patience (ksanti), perseverance (virya), meditation
(samadhi), and wisdom (prajna). Buddhist sourc-
es constantly stress the importance of virtues of
these kinds and encourage people to cultivate
them if they wish to become saints (arhants), bo-
dhisattvas or Buddhas. Given this emphasis on
the virtues in Buddhist practice, there is a growing
consensus among scholars today, that Buddhist
eth—icsis bestclassified as aform of “virtue ethics.”

Dana

Dana literally means “giving,” and denotes the
virtue of generosity. As noted above, this is the
first of the “six perfections” of a bodhisattva, so
in an important sense marks the beginning of the
religious path, a path along which a selfish per-
son can make little progress. Those who join the
monastic community give everything away as a
condition of entry, and as religious teachers and
exemplars give of their time in teaching and per-
forming good works. In this respect they give the
gift of the Dharma, which is said to be the high-
est of all gifts. In economic terms, dana is a virtue
which is of particular importance to the laity, since
the laity provides everything the sangha needs,
including robes, food, medicine, and the land and
buildings for the monastery. In the countries of
South Asia where Theravada Buddhism is prac-
ticed, cloth for the robes is donated in the kathina
ceremony that takes place after the retreat during
the rainy season. This emphasis on generosity is
widespread in Buddhist cultures, and stinginess
or niggardliness is seen as a particularly nega-
tive quality. At all levels of society generous ac-
tions are praised and applauded, and a generous
heart is thought of as a sign of spiritual matu-
rity. This is because the generous person is less
wrapped up in his or her egocentric concerns,
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and accordingly is more alive to the needs of
others. Renunciation and detachment also come
more easily to someone of a generous nature.

Buddhist literature provides accounts of ex-
emplary generosity and many Theravada sourc-
es praise it. Throughout South Asia the story
of Prince Vessantara, the hero of the Vessanta-
ra Jataka, is very well known. Vessantara was a
prince who gave away his entire kingdom, then—
as if this was not enough—proceeded to give
away even his wife Maddt and their young chil-
dren as slaves! Fortunately, the story has a happy
ending, and generous acts are always thought
to lead to good karmic consequences. Typical-
ly, generosity is said to produce much wealth,
and to lead to a heavenly rebirth (see text box).

Teachings on Dana

These five are a virtuous person’s gifts. Which
five? A virtuous person gives a gift with a
sense of conviction. A virtuous person gives

a gift attentively. A virtuous person gives a
gift in season. A virtuous person gives a gift
with an empathetic heart. A virtuous person
gives a gift without adversely affecting himself
or others. Having given a gift with a sense of
conviction, he—wherever the result of that gift
ripens—is rich, with much wealth, with many
possessions. And he is well-built, handsome,
extremely inspiring, endowed with a lotus-like
complexion. Having given a gift attentively,
he—wherever the result of that gift ripens—is
rich, with much wealth, with many posses-
sions. And his children, wives, slaves, servants,
and workers listen carefully to him, lend him
their ears, and serve him with understand-

ing hearts. Having given a gift in season, he—
wherever the result of that gift ripens—is rich,
with much wealth, with many possessions. And
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his goals are fulfilled in season. Having given
a gift with an empathetic heart, he—wher-
ever the result of that gift ripens—is rich, with
much wealth, with many possessions. And

his mind inclines to the enjoyment of the five
strings of lavish sensuality. Having given a gift
without adversely affecting himself or others,
he—wherever the result of that gift ripens—is
rich, with much wealth, with many posses-
sions. And not from anywhere does destruction
come to his property—whether from fire, from
water, from kings, from thieves, or from hate-
ful heirs. These five are a virtuous person’s
gifts.

From the Sappurisadana Sutta (“the Discourse
on the gifts of a virtuous person”), translated
from the Pali by Thanissaro Bhikkhu (slighly
amended)

More heroic sacrifices are made by bodhisatt-
vas who give away limbs or sacrifice their entire
bodies to save starving animals. A story in the
Jatakamala, a fourth-century collection of stories
composed by Aryasira, tells how the Buddha in
a previous life threw himself over a cliff in order
to feed a starving tigress, so moved was he by
compassion for the suffering of the animal and
her young cubs. In East Asia the practice of burn-
ing off fingers or limbs arose as an act of sacrifice
dedicated to the welfare of all sentient beings.
In more recent times, during the Vietham war, a
number of Buddhist monks such as Thich Qang
Duc burned themselves alive as an act of pro-
test. These deeds were seen by some as a modern
example of the more extreme kinds of dana just
described, although it must be said that opinion
among Buddhists is divided on the wisdom and
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justification for such acts of mutilation and suicide.

Ahimsa

Ahimsa is the virtue of non-violence, or non-
harming. In modern times it has been closely
associated with Gandhi and his policy of non-
violent protest which achieved great success
against the British during the struggle for Indian
independence. It is largely because of its em-
phasis on ahimsa that Buddhism is widely re-
garded as non-violent and peace-loving. Bud-
dhist countries have not been exempt from war
and conflict, as we shall see below, but there is
a strong pressure to seek peaceful solutions
to problems rather than resorting to violence.

The origins of ahimsa in ancient times seem
to be lie among the unorthodox Sramana groups
such as Jains and Buddhists, although the prin-
ciple increasingly came to influence the orthodox
Brahmanical tradition. One orthodox practice the
Sramana schools objected to was the sacrifice of
animals, which was rejected by Jains and Bud-
dhists as cruel and barbaric. As a reaction to their
criticism, blood sacrifices began to be replaced by
symbolic offerings such as fruit, vegetables, and
milk. As a moral principle, ahimsa involves more
than just opposition to animal sacrifices. Despite
the negative formulation of the term (“non-harm-
ing”) it also has positive implications in terms
of the way one views and behaves towards liv-
ing creatures generally. It involves, for example,
treating all living creatures with kindness and re-
spect born out of a concern for their wellbeing. As
such it comes closer to what in the West is termed
“respect for life,” or the “sanctity of life.” Philoso-
phers who have championed this cause, such as
Albert Schweitzer (1875-1965) who received the
1952 Nobel Peace Prize, believed that reverence
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for life—by which he meant respect for every mani-
festation of life—was the highest ethical principle.

In ancient India, it was the Jains who followed
this principle most strictly. They believed it was
wrong to destroy any form of life, however small,
and took precautions such as wearing masks to
avoid breathing in tiny insects. Buddhist monks
followed this example to some degree, and were
permitted to carry a water-strainer to remove tiny
creatures from their drinking-water. They also
refrained from traveling during the rainy season,
partly because the rains brought forth innumera-
ble species of insects which could be crushed un-
derfoot by the traveler. Buddhism, however, took
the view that ahimsa imposes the more limited
moral obligation to refrain only from the inten-
tional taking of life: in other words, no bad karma
results from accidentally treading on an ant, but
if one does it deliberately with the intention of
causing death or harm, it is a bad act. Buddhist
texts place much emphasis on cultivating feelings
of concern (daya) and sympathy (anukampa) for
living creatures, based on the realization that all
dislike pain and suffering just as much as oneself.

Due to the importance of ahimsa, many Bud-
dhists, and in particular followers of the Mahayana
from East Asia, have embraced vegetarianism as a
way of life. The Buddha himself was not a vegetar-
ian, and did not require his followers to give up eat-
ing meat (in fact, he opposed an attempt to make
vegetarianism compulsory for monks). Many Bud-
dhists in South Asia are not vegetarian, although
professions involved in the slaughter of animals
(such as that of butcher) are looked down on.

Compassion

Compassion (karuna) is a virtue that is highly val-
ued in all schools of Buddhism, but in particu-

Contents | Chapter 13: Tstart | lend


http://online.sfsu.edu/~rone/Buddhism/BuddhismAnimalsVegetarian/BuddhistVegetarian.htm

345 Compassion

lar by the Mahayana. As part of its sweeping re-
interpretation of early teachings, the Mahayana
introduced a new emphasis in ethics. The figure
of the bodhisattva and the practice of the Six
Perfections (paramita) came to occupy center-
stage, and earlier schools were criticized for an
alleged selfishness and lack of concern for oth-
ers. Mahayana literature proclaims the impor-
tance of compassion (karuna) on almost every
page, and at times raises compassion to the sta-
tus of a supreme virtue, claiming that it eclipses
all others, even wisdom (prajia). The Mahayana
also frequently berates Hinayana schools for an
alleged selfishness and lack of compassion, a
criticism which is to a certain extent overstated.

Compassion is certainly not absent in ear-
ly Buddhism, where it is found as the second of
the four Brahma-viharas, the “Divine Abidings”
or “Sublime States.” These are four disposi-
tions cultivated particularly in meditation, con-
sisting of lovingkindness (metta), compassion
(karuna), sympathetic joy (mudita) and equanim-
ity (upekkha). The practice of these virtues in-
volves radiating these qualities outwards, start-
ing with oneself and then extending their scope
to include family and friends, neighbors, the local
community, and finally the entire universe. Thus
the practice of compassion is not absent from the
early path, although it would be fair to say it re-
ceived much greater emphasis in the Mahayana.
As far as other ethical teachings go, however,
the Mahayana largely adopted the formulations
of the earlier tradition: monks and nuns, for in-
stance, continued to follow the Vinayas of the ear-
ly schools, while laity followed the Five Precepts

In Mahayana Buddhism, the attribute of com-
passionis particularly associated with the great bo-
dhisattva Avalokitesvara (“the one who looks down
from on high”). AvalokiteSvara is first mentioned in
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the Lotus Satra (c. 1st century C.E.) and remains a
minor figure until his cult became popular in Tibet
many centuries later. In Tibetan iconography he is
depicted as having many heads and up to a thou-
sand arms, symbolizing his vigilance and readiness
to help those in need. In China, AvalokiteSvara as-
sumed a female form, and is widely revered under
the name Kwan Yin (Jap. Kwannon). In whatever
form he appears, Avalokitesvara is appealed to by
those in need or danger across the Buddhist world.

Skillful Means

The concept of “skillful means” (upaya-kausalya)
is of considerable importance in Mahayana Bud-
dhism and is expounded at an early date in
texts such as the Upaya-kausalya-sitra, the Lo-
tus-satra, and the Vimalakirti-nirdeSa-satra. In
chapter two of the Lotus Sitra, the Buddha in-
troduces the doctrine of skillful means and dem-
onstrates by the use of parables throughout the
text why it is necessary for him to make use of
stratagems and devices. The text depicts him as a
wise man or kindly father whose words his fool-
ish children refuse to heed. To encourage them
to follow his advice he has recourse to “skill-
ful means” realizing that this is the only way to
bring the ignorant and deluded into the path to
liberation. Although this involves a certain de-
gree of duplicity, such as telling lies, the Buddha
is exonerated from all blame since his only mo-
tivation is compassionate concern for all beings.

The notion of skillful means has its roots in
the Buddha’s skill as a teacher, and his ability to
adapt his message to suit the audience he was
addressing. For instance, in his discussions with
Brahmins, the Buddha would frequently make ref-
erence to their customs and traditions as a way
of elucidating some aspect of his own teachings.
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The Mahayana develops this idea by suggesting
that the Buddha’s teaching in its entirety is essen-
tially a provisional means to bring beings to en-
lightenment (bodhi) and that the teachings which
he gives may vary: what may be appropriate at
one time may not be so at another. The concept
is used by the Mahayana to justify innovations in
doctrine, and to portray the Buddha’s early teach-
ings as limited and restricted by the lesser spiritu-
al capacity of his early followers. In the Mahayana,
skillful means comes to be a legitimate method to
be employed by Buddhas and bodhisattvas when-
ever the benefit of beings warrants it. Spurred on
by their great compassion (mahakaruna), bod-
hisattvas are seen in some sources (such as the
Upaya-kausalya-sitra) breaking the precepts and
committing actions that would otherwise attract
moral censure. The assumption underlying the
doctrine is that all teachings are in any case pro-
visional and that once liberation is attained it will
be seen that Buddhism as a body of philosophical
doctrines and moral precepts was only of use as
a means to reach the final goal, in the way a raft
is used for crossing a river but is then discarded.

There is a certain amount of ambiguity sur-
rounding the interpretation of skillful means in the
context of ethics. It is not always clear whether
the immoral behavior on the part of bodhisattvas
depicted in some texts is intended as a model for
imitation, or simply as an example of the great
compassion of which bodhisattvas are capable.
Just as other stories such as that of Prince Ves-
santara, and the bodhisattva and the tigress (see
above), depict the protagonists as capable of su-
perhuman self-sacrifice, but are probably best
not taken literally as examples we should follow
to the letter, the examples of skillful means we
see in Mahayana literature are perhaps best un-
derstood as idealizing the virtue of compassion
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without necessarily seeking to encourage ordinary
people to rush out and perform immoral deeds.

War and Terrorism

Buddhist teachings are strongly opposed to vio-
lence, regarding it as the product of mental states
associated with greed (raga), hatred (dvesa) and
delusion (moha). Aggression is thought to be fu-
elled by the erroneous belief in a self (atman) and
the desire to protect that self from harm. This
strong notion of a self and what pertains to it
(such as my possessions, my country, my race)
produces a sharp sense of bifurcation leading to
suspicion and hostility towards what is “alien”
or “other.” The aim of Buddhist teachings is to
dissolve this sense of self, and with it the fear
and hostility that causes conflict to break out.

A virtue which is important in this context
is patience (ksanti), since a lack of tolerance or
forbearance is often the cause of violent disputes.
There are many stories which exemplify the prac-
tice of patience, such as the Khantivadi Jataka.
In this tale Khantivadin, an ascetic, displays for-
bearance in not becoming angry even when his
limbs are hacked off one by one on the orders
of a king. The practice of patience depends on
equanimity (upekkha) or even-mindedness to-
wards all persons, whether friends or enemies. It
is pointed out that those who are now are enemies,
were almost certainly in another life our friends,
so no person will remain an enemy for ever.

When the early sources speak of war, they con-
demn it almost without exception on the ground
that war involves killing, and killing is a breach of
the First Precept. It matters little whether the war
being fought is an offensive or defensive one, for
in either case the loss of life will ensue. In marked
contrast to the view of Islam about the fate of
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warriors who die in a holy war, the Buddha ex-
presses the view (Sn iv.308-11) that soldiers who
die in battle go not to a special paradise but to a
special hell, since at the moment of death their
minds were bent on killing. Some texts affirm that
even killing in self-defense, or in defense of fam-
ily or friends, is wrongful, and in general an at-
titude of non-resistance in the face of violence
is commended. The commentary to the Dham-
mapada relates how on one occasion when the
Buddha’s kinsmen, the Sakyas, were under attack,
they allowed themselves to be slaughtered rather
than break the First Precept. Other examples in
the Jatakas and elsewhere speak of princes and
kings who renounced their thrones rather than
resorting to violence to defend their kingdoms.

Buddhists often point to the example of the
emperor Asoka as an example of how rulers
should govern by peaceful means. As noted in
chapter five, Asoka ruled over a great empire in
India in the third century B.C.E., the largest to be
seen in India until the British Raj. Eight years after
his coronation, Asoka’s ordered his armies to at-
tack Kalinga, a region on the East coast that had
managed to resist him. The campaign was bloody
and the casualties were high. Throughout his
reign, ASoka proclaimed numerous edicts which
he ordered to be carved on stone throughout
his kingdom, and in the fourteenth rock edict he
states that in the Kalinga campaign 150,000 peo-
ple were deported, 100,000 were killed in battle,
and many more died due to the associated tur-
moil. He speaks of his distress at the suffering or
ordinary decent people (“Brahmins, ascetics, and
householders of different religions”) who are in-
jured, killed, or separated from their loved ones.
The loss of life in the war horrified ASoka and led
to a complete change of heart, as a result of which
he renounced the use of military campaigns and
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resolved to rule henceforth by Dharma, stating
that “Conquest by Dharma is the best conquest.”

Not all Buddhist rulers, however, have fol-
lowed the pacifist example of Asoka. In the ear-
ly history of Sri Lanka, numerous battles were
fought between the Sinhalese and Tamils invad-
ers from India. The Sinhalese king Dutthagamani
(1st century B.C.E.) is regarded as a national hero
because he defeated the Tamil general Elara, a
victory commemorated in the Mahavamsa, one of
the traditional Sinhalese chronicles dating to the
fifth or sixth centuries C.E. and narrating the his-
tory of the island. The chronicle depicts the con-
flict as a kind of “holy war” between Buddhists
and Hindus, and glorifies the Buddhist victory. It
narrates how after his victory Dutthagamani felt
remorse (just as Asoka had done) but was reas-
sured by enlightened monks (Arhats) that in de-
fending the Dharma he had done nothing that
was not in accordance with Buddhist precepts.

In the modern period, Buddhist monks have
often made outspoken attacks on their oppo-
nents, calling for them to be eradicated by the use
of force. In the 1970s, the Thai monk Kittivuddho,
a strong opponent of communism, made re-
peated calls in public statements for commu-
nists to be exterminated. He claimed that this
was a religious duty and was necessary to pro-
tect the Thai nation, its monarchy, and the na-
tional religion (Buddhism). In his view Kkilling
some 5000 communists was a price worth pay-
ing to ensure the wellbeing of 42 million Thais.

South Asia is not the only region of the Bud-
dhist world where wars have been fought. During
certain historical periods parts of East Asia have
been almost a continual battleground, and Bud-
dhism has been caught up and often actively in

volved as a participant in acts of violence. In me-
dieval Japan, Buddhist monasteries became large
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landholding institutions and employed warrior-
monks (sohei) to defend their lands and to threat-
en their enemies. Battles were fought between one
Buddhist sect and another, as well as against mili-
tary rulers (shogun) and the imperial court. Many
samurai warriors found the beliefs and practices

of Zen Buddhism fitted very well with their martial
code, since they trained the mind to a high state
of alertness and enabled them to remain focused
and disciplined on the battlefield. Martial arts such
as swordsmanship and archery were strongly in-
fluenced by Zen principles, and the philosophi-
cal doctrine of non-duality or emptiness (Stinyata)
provided a fitting ideology to accompany the sus-
pension of moral norms which many believed ap-
propriate in times of chaos and social upheaval.

This militarism was also in evidence in the
modern period, in which Buddhist groups have
actively supported Japanese nationalism. The Zen
and Pure Land schools gave financial support dur-
ing the war with China from 1937-45, and in World
War Il most Buddhist schools (the notable excep-
tion being Soka Gakkai) supported the Japanese
campaign against the allies. Many well-known
Zen masters were enthusiastic advocates of the
war, and Zen monasteries held services for Japa-
nese suicide pilots before their missions. How-
ever, the modern period has also brought forth
strong opposition to the use of military force in
Japan. The Nipponzan Myohoji sect was founded
by Nichidatsu Fujii in 1947 in the aftermath of the
nuclear bombs dropped on Nagasaki and Hiroshi-
ma. An offshoot of Nichiren Buddhism, the group
works to promote pacifism and oppose the use of
nuclear weapons, and has built over sixty stupas
or “peace pagodas” in Japan, as well as five in In-
dia and two each in Sri Lanka, the UK and the USA.
Soka Gakkai International, under the leadership of
its president Daisaku lkeda, has been active in the
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Peace Pagoda, Battersea Paifk, London

pursuit of its aim of “Working for peace by oppos-
ing all forms of violence.” A third group active on
this front is the Rissho Kosei-kai which established
the Niwano Peace Foundation in 1978 in order
to “contribute to the realization of world peace.”

Terrorism

Closely related to the moral dilemma of war is the
problem of how to deal with terrorism. First of all,
how do we define the term? As is often pointed out,
groups which are seen by some as terrorists are
regarded by others as liberators. The African Na-
tional Congress, which came to form the govern-
ment of South Africa, had in 1987 been declared
a terrorist organization by Britain and the USA.
The word “terrorist” was coined during the French
Revolution by those who saw themselves as acting
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with justification to overthrow a corrupt regime.
Nowadays, however, few groups would call them-
selves terrorists, preferring to use other labels such
as guerillas, “freedom fighters,” or “holy warriors.”

According to the Wordnet online dictionary at
Princeton University, terrorism is defined as “the
calculated use of violence (or threat of violence)
against civilians in order to attain goals that are
political or religious or ideological in nature; this
is done through intimidation or coercion or in-
stilling fear.” What distinguishes terrorism from
war is mainly two things. First, in terrorism vi-
olence is used primarily against civilians rather
than against enemy troops; and second, terror-
ist groups do not constitute a legitimate politi-
cal authority which is empowered to declare
war and launch attacks against a hostile power.

In today’s world, terrorist attacks are increas-
ingly common. One of the most destructive of
these was the attack on the World Trade Center in
New York on 9 November 2001 by the Al-Quae-
da organization, which has since been linked to
bombings in Tunisia, Pakistan, Yemen, Kuwait,
Bali, Moscow, Mombasa, and London. In the af-
termath of the “9/11” atrocity, President Bush led
a coalition of nations that sent troops to Afghani-
stan and subsequently to Iraq as part of opera-
tion “Iragi Freedom” in March 2003. At the time
of writing (July 2005) the war is over but the so-
cial, political and material infrastructure of Iraq
has been largely destroyed, and there is little sign
of public order being restored in the face of con-
tinuing suicide bombings. The Iraqi dictator Sad-
dam Hussein has been captured, but Osama bin-
Laden, the leader of Al-Quaeda, remains at large.

A Buddhist on Terrorism

Aung San Suu Kyi is the leader of the Burmese
democracy movement and winner of the 1991
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Nobel Peace Prize.

“You know, | am a Buddhist. As a
Buddhist, the answer is very simple and
clear. That is, compassion and mercy

is the real panacea. | am sure that,

when we have compassion and mercy

in our heart, we can overcome not only
terrorism but also many other evil things
that are plaguing the world.”

In the circumstances described above, terrorism
led to war. Was there a way to avoid this outcome,
or is the only way to deal with terrorist outrages
by fighting fire with fire? Opinion around the world
continues to be divided. Protest marches were or-
ganized by groups opposed to the war, and many
Buddhist organizations participated. Buddhist
leaders who have spoken publicly on the ques-
tion of the war in Iraq have tended to make three
main points. The first is to emphasize the need
to fully understand the causes which led to “9/11”
taking place. Making reference to the doctrine
of dependent origination (pratitya-samutpada)
they point out that events do not arise at ran-
dom but are the product of complex interactions
at many levels. Until the circumstances that led
to the attack are understood and dealt with, no
lasting solution is possible. The second point
is that responding to force with force is wrong.
The words of the Dhammapada are relevant here:

“He abused me, he struck me, he
overpowered me, he robbed me.” Those
who harbor such thoughts do not still
their hatred. (v.3)

Hatred is never appeased by hatred. By
non-hatred alone is hatred appeased.
This is an eternal truth. (v.5)
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Buddhist teachings suggest that violence rarely
leads to a solution, but only to further violence
and a cycle of retaliation which pushes the two
sides further and further apart. The third point
often made is that there is a need for reflection
and self-criticism concerning the part we our-
selves may have played, whether directly or in-
directly, in provoking the conflict. After the Sep-
tember 11 attack, the Viethamese monk and
engaged Buddhist leader Thich Nhat Hanh ex-
pressed the view that America would have been
better off resorting to dialogue than military
force. For him the key question was “Why would
anyone hate us enough to do that?” His answer
was “If we are able to listen, they will tell us.”

Whether or not pacifism is a realistic option in
today’s increasingly violent world, and whether it
canprovidethebasis forlawand orderand an effec-
tive criminal justice system are questions that are
being widely debated. The Buddhist view that force
should not be used even in self-defense is one that
some people will find difficult to accept. However,
Buddhist groups and other pacifist organizations
believe there are non-violent alternatives to the
use of force in most situations. It has been wisely
said that “pacifism does not mean passivism,” and
perhaps if the resources that have been spent on
war had been put into working for peace many
of the world’s most intractable disputes would
either not have arisen or been solved long ago.

Key Points You Need to Know

e Buddhist ethical teachings are based
upon a concept of Dharma or “Natural
Law.”

e Morality ($T1la) is part of the Noble Eight-
fold Path and integral to the practice of
Dharma.

e Buddhism is classified as a form of vir-
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tue ethics. Key virtues include ahimsa
(non-harming), generosity (dana), and
compassion (karuna).

e Buddhist laymen and laywomen fol-
low the Five Precepts. Monks have their
own special rules of conduct in the
Pratimoksa code in the Vinaya.

e Given the strong emphasis on non-
violence and respect for life Buddhists
tend to be pacifists. Historically, how-
ever, Buddhists have often supported
military campaigns and participated in
warfare directly.

e Buddhist responses to terrorism sug-
gest that the causes of the situation
should be thoroughly investigated, that
hatred should be met with patience
and compassion, and that we should
be willing to accept responsibility for
our own part in causing the problem to
arise.

Additional Material at Buddhism Online:
Self Test Questions
Class Discussion Questions
Essay Questions

Further Reading

Bodhi, Bhikkhu. “Dana, the practice of giving.”
Bodhi, Bhikkhu. “Nourishing the Roots. Essays

on Buddhist Ethics.”

Harvey, Peter. An Introduction to Buddhist
Ethic Foundations, Values and Issues.
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
2000.

Hershock, Peter. “From Vulnerability to
Virtuosity: Buddhist Reflections on
Responding to Terrorism and Tragedy.”

356 Additional Material Contents | Chapter 13: Tstart | lend



http://jbeonlinebooks.org/buddhism-online.html
http://jbeonlinebooks.org/buddhism-online.html
http://jbeonlinebooks.org/buddhism-online.html
http://www.accesstoinsight.org/lib/bps/wheels/wheel367.html
http://www.accesstoinsight.org/lib/bps/wheels/wheel259.html
http://www.accesstoinsight.org/lib/bps/wheels/wheel259.html
http://jbe.gold.ac.uk/10/hersh031.html
http://jbe.gold.ac.uk/10/hersh031.html
http://jbe.gold.ac.uk/10/hersh031.html

Keown, Damien. (ed.). Contemporary Buddhist
Ethics. London: Curzon Press, 2000.

Keown, Damien Buddhist Ethics. A Very Short
Introduction. Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 2005.

Keown, Damien. (ed.). Contemporary Buddhist
Ethics. London: Curzon Press, 2000.

Wijayaratna, Mohan Buddhist monastic life
according to the texts of the Theravada
tradition. Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1990.

Saddhatissa, Hammalawa. Buddhist Ethics.
Boston: Wisdom Publication, 1997.

Sizemore, Russell F. and Swearer, Donald K.
(eds.). Ethics, Wealth and Salvation: A
Study in Buddhist Social Ethics. Columbia:
University of South Carolina Press, 1990.

Victoria, Brian. Zen at War. New York and
Tokyo: Weatherhill, 1997.

357 Additional Material Contents | Chapter 13: Tstart | lend




CHAPTER 14

Reflections on the Nature
and Study of Buddhism

In This Chapter

This chapter reflects upon the work we have
done in this volume, beginning with assump-
tions made about the study of Buddhism. The
chapter begins with the development of Bud-
dhist Studies as an academic discipline. It
examines the early researchers in Europe and
America, as well as the current, modern devel-
opments in the discipline. It also highlights the
role of “scholar-practitioners” in current Bud-
dhist Studies and the impact of technology on
the discipline.

Main Topics Covered
European Antecedents to the Study of Bud-
dhism

Early Buddhist Studies in America

Current Buddhist Studies
Scholar-Practitioners in Buddhist Studies
The Role of Technology in Buddhist Studies

European Antecedents to the Study of Buddhism

We turn now from questions concerning the nature
of Buddhism to the history of its study. Recently,
an important volume entitled Curators of the of
Buddha: The Study of Buddhism under Colonial-
ism has attracted much attention. It was the topic
of an entire panel at the 1995 annual meeting of



the American Academy of Religion and the sub-
ject of an interesting review article by Jan Nattier.
The book, however, was not the first attempt to
contextualize and comment upon the discipline of
Buddhist Studies in the West. Although there was
very little reliable information in the West pertain-
ing to Buddhism prior to the nineteenth century,
Henri de Lubac’s La Rencontre du bouddhisme et
I’occident, published in 1952, was especially use-
ful in summarizing this early literature. One can
find such landmark works as Simon de la Loubére’s
Du Royaume de Siam, published in 1691, but it
was not until the early nineteenth century, with
the appearance of Michel Francois Ozeray’s Re-
cherches sur Buddhou (1817), that the picture
began to brighten. Soon, the pioneering efforts
of Henry Thomas Colebrooke, Brian Houghton
Hodgson, Alexander Csoma de Koros, and Eugéne
Burnouf, followed by their intellectual heirs,
brought the reliable study of Buddhism to Europe.

To a large extent, the early interest in Bud-
dhism was philological, converging on the in-
creasing availability of Sanskrit and Pali manu-
scripts that were appearing on the European
continent. Perhaps the most thorough exami-
nation of this development was Russell Webb’s
“Pali Buddhist Studies in the West,” serialized in
the now defunct journal Pali Buddhist Review, and
which systematically reviewed the developments
of Pali and Buddhist Studies in virtually all Euro-
pean countries, as well as Canada and the Unit-
ed States. Also worthy of note is William Peiris’s
The Western Contribution to Buddhism, which
contains much historical detail and interesting
character sketches of the early scholars of Bud-
dhism. Jan W. de Jong’s A Brief History of Bud-
dhist Studies in Europe and America also offers
valuable information, although America is vir-
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tually absent from the volume despite its title.

Perhaps the only conclusion that might be
drawn from the above, insofar as conclusions are
possible, is that several distinctions appear obvi-
ous from an examination of the above sources.
First, geographic associations seem to identify at
least two “schools” of Buddhology: the Anglo-Ger-
man and Franco-Belgian. The former (and older)
was led by Thomas W. Rhys Davids and Hermann
Oldenberg, while the latter included primarily
Louis de La Vallée Poussin, Jean Przyluski, Syl-
vain Lévi, Paul Demiéville, and Etienne Lamotte.
To these schools, Edward Conze, quite reason-
ably, adds a third: the Leningrad school, includ-
ing Fedor Stcherbatsky, Otto Rosenberg, and E.
Obermiller. The Anglo-German school almost
exclusively emphasized the Pali literary tradition,
while the Franco-Belgian school utilized the San-
skritic materials, along with their corresponding
translations and commentaries in Chinese and Ti-
betan. The Leningrad school is clearly closer to
the Franco-Belgian school than the Anglo-Ger-
man. These are general classifications, but they
nonetheless capture the style of the traditions as
they have been maintained over the last century.

Early Buddhist Studies in America

Thomas Tweed’s The American Encounter with
Buddhism 1844-1912: Victorian Culture and the
Limits of Dissent is a wonderful and complete in-
troduction to the early pioneers of the American
Buddhist movement. For those unwilling to wade
through more than 200 pages of Tweed’s meticu-
lous prose, a pleasant narrative can be found in
Rick Fields’s chapter on “The Restless Pioneers” in
How the Swans Came to the Lake. Unfortunately,
there are no such books or chapters documenting
the development of the academic study of Buddhist
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Studies in America—the largest venue of the dis-
cipline—and the existence of such work remains a
desideratum. As aresult, we can only sketch avery
short overview of Buddhist Studies in America.

Although some might consider Eugéene Burn-
ouf the founding father of Buddhist Studies as
a discipline, in the United States, the beginning
of Buddhist Studies seems inextricably bound to
three primary individuals: Paul Carus, Henry Clarke
Warren, and Charles Rockwell Lanman. Carus ar-
rived in America in the 1880s with a Ph.D. from
Tlbingen, eventually becoming the editor of Open
Court journal and later of Open Court Publishing
Company. Although he wrote more than a dozen
books of his own, including the still widely read
The Gospel of Buddhism (1894), Carus is probably
best known for bringing D.T. Suzuki to America
and employing him at Open Court for many years.

Henry Clarke Warren and Charles Rockwell
Lanman were more scholarly in their approach
than Carus, and worked diligently to establish
the Buddhist literary tradition in America. Lan-
man had studied Sanskrit under William Dwight
Whitney, earning his doctorate in 1875 before
moving on to Johns Hopkins University, and
eventually becoming Professor of Sanskrit at
Harvard University in 1880. Warren, though hor-
ribly deformed as a result of a childhood acci-
dent, had studied Sanskrit with Lanman at Johns
Hopkins, and followed his learned master back
to Harvard, where the two struck up an alliance
that culminated in the creation of a new publica-
tion series known as “The Harvard Oriental Se-
ries.” Hendrik Kern’s edition of the Jatakamalj,
or collection of Buddhist birth stories, was the
first edition, with Warren’s famous Buddhism in
Translations becoming the third volume in 1896.

Following Warren’s death in 1899, and with
Lanman moving on to other studies in the Indic
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tradition, the development of Buddhist Studies
was left to others. One of these early trailblazers
was Eugene Watson Burlingame, who had studied
with Lanman at Harvard before shifting to Yale,
where he worked industriously on a variety of Pali
texts. By 1921 he had published a three-volume
translation of the Dhammapada commentary in
the Harvard Oriental Series. Burlingame was fol-
lowed by W.Y. Evans-Wentz, a 1907 Stanford
graduate, who studied extensively in Europe, and
is best known for his collaborative compiling of
the translations of his teacher, Kazi Dawa-Sandup.
Their translation of the Tibetan Book of the Dead,
although unreliable and now entirely superseded,
became extremely popular.By the time of Evans-
Wentz’s death in 1965, a new group of Buddho-
logical scholars had developed on the American
scene, including such committed scholars as Win-
ston King, Richard Gard, and Kenneth K.S. Ch’en.

Despite the work of these early educators,
it was not until after 1960 that Buddhist Stud-
ies began to emerge as a significant discipline
in the American university system and publish-
ing industry. During the Vietham War years and
immediately thereafter, Buddhist Studies was to
enjoy a so-called “boom,” largely through the ef-
forts of such leading professors as Richard Hugh
Robinson of the University of Wisconsin, Masa-
toshi Nagatomi of Harvard University, and Alex
Wayman of Columbia University. No doubt there
were many reasons for the increased develop-
ment of Buddhist Studies, not the least of which
were the increase in Area Studies Programs in
American universities; growing government in-
terest in things Asian; the immense social anomie
that permeated American culture in the 1960s;
and the growing dissatisfaction with (and per-
haps rejection of) traditional religion. During the
1960s, a formal graduate program was instituted
at the University of Wisconsin, offering both an
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M.A. and a Ph.D. in Buddhist Studies. Interdisci-
plinary programs emphasizing the study of Bud-
dhism were soon available at Berkeley and Co-
lumbia as well. As other programs arose, such as
the program at the Center for the Study of World
Religions at Harvard University, and the history
of religions program at the University of Chicago,
it became possible to gain sophisticated train-
ing in all aspects of the Buddhist tradition, and
in all Buddhist canonical languages as well. As
a result, a new generation of young Buddholo-
gists was born, appearing rapidly on the campus-
es of many American universities, and rivalling
their overseas peers in both training and insight.

This picture of expanding American Buddhol-
ogy is perhaps not so rosy as one might think,
rapid growth notwithstanding. As interest grew,
funding for graduate education did not keep pace,
and would-be Buddhologists no longer had the
luxury of being able to spend six or eight or even
ten fully-funded years in preparation for the Ph.D.
As a result, the breadth and scope of their train-
ing was compromised, resulting in an accelerated
urgency for specialization. The consequence was
that very few new Buddhologists were appearing
with the complete philological training and geo-
graphical comprehensiveness of their teachers.
Thus, it became usual to find individuals focusing
on one tradition, such as Indian or Tibetan or Chi-
nese or Japanese Buddhism, but rarely all of the
traditions. And if the distinctions that characterize
the Anglo-German, Franco-Belgian, and Lenin-
grad schools, mentioned above, are accurate, the
“American” school is equally divided within itself.

Current Buddhist Studies in America

More than twenty years ago, an article on recent
Buddhist literature titled “Buddhist Studies Amer-
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ican Style: A Shot in the Dark,” was published,
explaining at the outset that the conjured im-
age of Inspector Clouseau “falling through ban-
isters, walking into walls, crashing out of win-
dows, and somehow miraculously getting the
job done with the assistance of his loyal Orien-
tal servant,” was not an accidental choice on the
author’s part; that Buddhist Studies in America
was just as erratic as poor Clouseau. However, it
had only been two years since the American Bud-
dhist Studies community had formed a Buddhism
Group (now a “Section”) in the American Academy
of Religion, and it was not unreasonable to ex-
pect that its early efforts were a bit helter-skelter.

Lately, Buddhist Studies has begun to engage
in the useful process of self-reflection, and the
results of that inquiry are fruitful and inspiring.
In Winter 1995, the Journal of the International
Association of Buddhist Studies devoted an en-
tire issue to the topic of Buddhist Studies as an
academic discipline, providing the occasion for
scholars to reflect on various aspects of the field.
José Cabezoén, a Buddhist scholar and former Ti-
betan lama, summarized the critical question:

Although the academic study of
Buddhism is much older than
the International Association of
Buddhist Studies and the journal
to which it gave rise, the founding
of the latter, which represents a
significant—perhaps pivotal—step in
the institutionalization of the field,
is something that occurred less
than twenty years ago. Nonetheless,
whether a true discipline or not—
whether or not Buddhist Studies has
already achieved disciplinary status,
whether it is proto-disciplinary
or superdisciplinary—there is an
apparent integrity to Buddhist Studies
that at the very least calls for an
analysis of the field in holistic terms.
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In another interesting article entitled
“The Ghost at the Table: On the Study of Bud-
dhism and the Study of Religion,” Mal-
colm David Eckel wrote in his conclusion:

Itis notjuststudents who are attracted
to religious studies because they
“want to know what it is to be human
and humane, and intuit that religion
deals with such things.” There are at
least a few scholars of Buddhism who
feel the same way. For me the biggest
unsettled question in the study of
Buddhism is not whether Buddhism
is religious or even whether the study
of Buddhism is religious; it is whether
scholars in this field can find a voice
that does justice to their own religious
concerns and can demonstrate to the
academy why their kind of knowledge
is worth having.

In a recent issue of Tricycle: The Buddhist Re-
view, Duncan Ryuken Williams, an ordained Soto
Zen priest and university professor, compiled
a short list of institutions which offer gradu-
ate study in Buddhism. Although Williams’ list-
ing included the expected sorts of categories
(“Most Comprehensive Programs,” “Institutions
with Strength in Indo-Tibetan Buddhist Stud-
ies,” and so forth), he also included a category
called “Practitioner-Friendly Institutions,” indi-
cating yet another aspect to the current study of
the Buddhist tradition: the “scholar-practitioner.”

Scholar-Practitioners In Buddhist Studies

Virtually everyone who begins an academic ca-
reer in Buddhist Studies eventually pours through
Etienne Lamotte’s exciting volume Histoire de
Bouddhisme Indien des origines a I’ére Saka, ei-
ther in the original French or in Sara Webb-Boin’s
admirable English translation. That Lamotte was a
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Catholic priest seems not to have influenced ei-
ther his understanding of, or respect for, the Bud-
dhist tradition, although he did worry a bit from
time to time about the reaction of the Vatican
to his work. Edward Conze, arguably one of the
most colorful Buddhist scholars of the twentieth
century, once remarked: “When | last saw him, he
had risen to the rank of Monseigneur and wor-
ried about how his ‘Histoire’ had been received at
the Vatican. ‘Mon professeur, do you think they
will regard the book as hérétique?’ They obviously
did not. His religious views showed the delight-
ful mixture of absurdity and rationality which is
one of the hallmarks of a true believer.” Although
there have been only a few scholarly studies
chronicling the academic investigation of Bud-
dhism by Western researchers, and fewer still of
the academic discipline known as Buddhist Stud-
ies, until quite recently, the issue of the religious
affiliation of the researcher has not been part of
the mix. Almost exclusively, the founding moth-
ers and founding fathers of Buddhist Studies in
the West have had personal religious commit-
ments entirely separate from Buddhism. Now,
however, it is quite ordinary for individuals teach-
ing Buddhist Studies in universities throughout
the world to be “scholar-practitioners,” involved
in the practices of various Buddhist traditions
and sects associated with various Buddhist tradi-
tions and sects. Georges Dreyfus’s new book The
Sound of Two Hands Clapping: The Education of
a Tibetan Buddhist Monk, for example, traces his
monastic career through many years of study in
Tibetan Buddhist monasteries in India. Neverthe-
less, it is not always easy for academics to re-
veal their religious orientation in an environment
that is not uniformly supportive of such choices.

Stories reflecting the study/practice dichoto-
my in Buddhism are abundant in both the primary
and secondary literature on the subject. Walpola
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Rahula’s History of Buddhism in Ceylon provides a
good summary of the issue. During the first cen-
tury B.C.E., in the midst of potential foreign inva-
sion and a severe famine, Sri Lankan monks feared
that the Buddhist Tripitaka, preserved only in oral
tradition, might be lost. Thus the scriptures were
committed to writing for the first time. Nonethe-
less, in the aftermath of the entire dilemma, a new
question arose: What is the basis of the “Teach-
ing” (that is, Sasana)—Ilearning or practice? A clear
difference of opinion resulted in the development
of two groups: the Dhammakathikas, who claimed
that learning was the basis of the Sasana, and the
Pamsukilikas, who argued for practice as the ba-
sis. The Dhammakathikas apparently won out.

The two vocations described above came to
be known as gantha-dhura, or the “vocation of
books,” and vipassana-dhura, or the “vocation of
meditation,” with the former being regarded as
the superior training (because surely meditation
would not be possible if the teachings were lost).
Moreover, not the least characteristic of these two
divisions was that the vipassana-dhura monks
began to live in the forest, where they could best
pursue their vocation undisturbed, while the gan-
tha-dhura monks began to dwell in villages and
towns. As such, the gantha-dhura monks began
to play a significant role in Buddhist education. It
would probably not be going too far in referring to
the gantha-dhura monks as “scholar-monks.” Why
is this distinction so important? It is significant for
at least two reasons. First, and most obviously, it
reveals why the tradition of study in Buddhism, so
long minimized in popular and scholarly investi-
gations of the Buddhist tradition, has such an im-
pact on that same tradition, and has resulted in the
rapid development of Buddhist schools and insti-
tutes of higher learning in the latter quarter of the
twentieth century. Furthermore, it explains why
the Buddhist movement has encouraged a high
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level of “Buddhist literacy” among its practitioners.
However, it also highlights the fact that the global
Buddhist movement has been almost exclusively
a lay movement. While many leaders of various
Buddhist groups may have had formal monastic
training (irrespective of whether they continue to
lead monastic lifestyles), the vast majority of their
disciples have not. Thus the educational model
on which modern global Buddhists pattern their
behavior is contrary to the traditional Asian Bud-
dhist archetype. It is, in fact, the converse of the
traditional model. As such, at least with regard to
Buddhist study and education, there is a leader-
ship gap in this global Buddhist community, one
largely not filled by a sangha of “scholar-monks.”

What has been the response to the education-
al leadership gap on the part of Buddhist commu-
nities? Again, the explanation is twofold. On the
onhe hand, there is a movement in some Buddhist
communities to identify those individuals within
the community itself who are best suited, and
best trained, to serve the educational needs of the
community, and confer appropriate authority in
these individuals in a formal way. Recently, Sa-
kyong Mipham Rinpoche, son of Chégyam Trung-
pa and now head of the Shambhala International
community, declared nine community members
“Acharyas,” an Indian Buddhist designation for
a respected teacher. These individuals, one of
whom holds the Ph.D. degree from the University
of Chicago with specialization in Buddhism, were
authorized to take on enhanced teaching and
leadership roles in their community and beyond.

Earlier in this chapter, reference was made to
the recently published volume Curators of the Bud-
dha: The Study of Buddhism under Colonialism.
In her review article, after praising Lopez for his
frankness and willingness, as an American Bud-
dhologist, to discuss his own encounter with Bud-
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dhism, Jan Nattier concluded by saying, “If there
are difficulties here, they are not with the keen
and self-critical eye with which Lopez reflects on
his own experience as a student of Buddhism but
with the degree to which he generalizes from that
experience to characterize prevailing attitudes in
the Buddhist Studies field at large.” Whether these
generalizations are correct or not remains to be
seen. At least the question has now moved beyond
Father Lamotte’s concern with being hérétique.

The Role of Technology in Buddhist Studies

Until quite recently, introductory books on Bud-
dhism did not include a single word about the role
of computer technology in the development of
Buddhist Studies. The earliest formal interest in the
application of computer technology to Buddhism
seems to have occurred when the International As-
sociation of Buddhist Studies formed a “Committee
on Buddhist Studies and Computers” at its 1983
meeting in Tokyo. Jamie Hubbard, in an amusing
and highly significant article called “Upping the
Ante: budstud@millenium.end.edu,” pointed out:
“The three major aspects of computer technology
that most visibly have taken over older technolo-
gies are word processing, electronic communica-
tion, and the development of large scale archives
of both text and visual materials.” Hubbard went
on to relate his first experiences with IndraNet,
an online discussion forum sponsored by the In-
ternational Association of Buddhist Studies in the
mid-1980s and co-managed by Hubbard and
Bruce Burrill with equipment donated by Burrill.
Apart from a small bevy of faithful participants,
there was little interest in the forum and it died a
largely unnoticed death within two years. Nonethe-
less, of the three impact-items cited by Hubbard,
it was clearly electronic communication that was
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to have the most important and continuing con-
sequences for the discipline of Buddhist Studies.

Early in the 1990s, a profusion of online dis-
cussion forums (or “e-mail discussion lists”), sim-
ilar in nature to the one described above, began
to proliferate and thrive on the Internet. Although
these forums were global in scope, the vast ma-
jority of subscribers and participants were from
North America. One of the very first of these was
“Buddhist.” Although the traffic on the list was of-
ten frenetic, with messages that were sometimes
delivered as late as six months after they were
composed, it was an exciting beginning. Because
the list was unmoderated, and most often con-
cerned with various aspects of Buddhist practice
and popular issues within modern Buddhism,
the number of postings eventually became suf-
ficiently unwieldy that the owner decided to be-
queath the list to a new owner-manager, and the
list was moved to McGill University in Canada.

During one of the periods in which the “Bud-
dhist” list had broken down, Richard Hayes, a
professor on the Faculty of Religious Studies at
McGill University, surveyed a number of subscrib-
ers to the list and discovered that many of these
individuals favored beginning a separate list that
was not only restricted to academic discussions of
Buddhism but moderated as well. In collaboration
with James Cocks, who worked in the computer
center at the University of Louisville, a new dis-
cussion forum called “Buddha-L" was created, ini-
tially monitored by Cocks under guidelines com-
posed by Hayes. The forum considered scholarly
discussions of virtually all aspects of Buddhism,
as well issues related to teaching Buddhism at the
university level, and occasional postings of em-
ployment opportunities in academe. Hayes con-
fessed that, because of the narrow, academic na-
ture of the forum, his expectation was for a small
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but dedicated number of subscribers. Within a
year, however, the group had over 1000 subscrib-
ers. In addition to the above groups, a number of
other discussion groups built an early but sub-
stantial following among Buddhists on the Inter-
net. Perhaps the best known of these additional
groups is “ZenBuddhism-L,” founded in August
1993 at the Australian National University by Dr.
T. Matthew Ciolek, Head of the Internet Publica-
tions Bureau of the Research School of Pacific &
Asian Studies at the Australian National University.

In February 1992, an “Electronic Buddhist
Archive” was established by the Coombs Comput-
ing Unit of the Australian National University. Under
thedirection of T. Matthew Ciolek, itwas positioned
as a subsection of the Coombspapers FTP Social
Sciences/Asian Studies research archive which had
been initiated several months earlier. It contained
over 320 original documents in ASCII (plain text)
format, including bibliographies, biographies, di-
rectories, Buddhist electronic-texts, poetry, and
the like. It also offered a unique collection of pre-
viously unpublished transcripts of teachings and
sermons by many famous twentieth century Zen
masters such as Robert Aitken Roshi, Taizan Ma-
ezumi Roshi, Hakuun Yasutani Roshi, and others.

E-mail discussion forums and Buddhist da-
tabases were not the only form of early Buddhist
activity on the Internet. As early as 1993, the first
electronic Buddhist journal made its appearance.
Called Gassho, it was edited by its founder, Barry
Kapke, who operated it and other enterprises un-
der a broad, umbrella-like organization known as
DharmaNet International, founded in 1991. Ac-
cording to Kapke, it was published “as a service to
the international Buddhist community, inclusive
of all Buddhist traditions.” Kapke used the past
tense in the above description because Gassho
went on hiatus following the May-June 1994 is-
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sue. Quite simply, its rapid growth exceeded the
capability of its entirely volunteer staff to keep
up. Just as a new issue was nearly completed for
December 1996, both Kapke’s home computer
and its Internet server crashed, resulting in a loss
of all materials for that issue. While no new is-
sues have followed this devastating loss, it was
clear from the first issue (available in both online
and hardcopy versions), in November-December
1993, that Gassho presented a vision of a new
kind of Buddhist community. Its masthead re-
ferred to it as an “Electronic Journal of Dharma-
Net International and the Global Online Sangha.”
Gassho notwithstanding, another online elec-
tronic journal would eventually provide the oc-
casion for an immensely rapid, and continued,
growth in electronic Buddhist Studies by exploit-
ing yet another electronic medium for the dis-
semination of information: the World Wide Web.

The Journal of Buddhist Ethics was born in July
1994. It was originally planned as a traditional,
hard-copy scholarly journal by its editors, who
quickly learned that potential publishers had little
interest in a highly specialized, purely academic
journal that was not likely to turn a profit. One of
the co-editors, Damien Keown, suggested pub-
lishing the journal online, where there would be
no expenses, and where the journal could pro-
vide a useful service to its constituent community,
however tiny it might be. Once a technical edi-
tor was added to the staff, plans rapidly moved
ahead, making the journal available via the World
Wide Web, as well as through FTP and Gopher re-
trieval. The journal went “online” on July 1, 1994
with no articles, but with a WWW page outlin-
ing the aims of the journal and listing its edito-
rial board members. It advertised its presence on
a small number of electronic newsgroups, and
within a week had 100 subscribers. The journal’s
first “Call for Papers” was made after Labor Day,
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and by the end of 1994, it had over 400 subscrib-
ers in twenty-six countries. It currently has over
6000 subscribers in more than fifty countries.

Along with other new features, added to the
journal’s basic emphasis on scholarly articles
devoted to Buddhist ethics, the journal began a
new section called “Global Resources for Buddhist
Studies.” Rather quickly, the editors discovered
that many communities of Buddhist practitio-
ners began requesting that “links” to their own
developing World Wide Web pages be listed with
the Journal of Buddhist Ethics. In other words, it
became clear that the World Wide Web in gen-
eral was indeed growing immensely and quickly,
furnishing a unique opportunity for communica-
tion that Buddhist communities had never known
before. Although it was by no means unique in
its establishment of a jumping-off point for the
exploration of additional Buddhist resources of
all kinds on the Web, along with DharmaNet In-
ternational and the WWW Virtual Libraries at the
Australian National University, and a newer Bud-
dhist Gateway known as the Buddhist Resource
File, the Journal of Buddhist Ethics provided a
new way of thinking about Buddhist commu-
nities, one that augmented Gary Ray’s cyber-
sangha and Barry Kapke’s global online sangha.

More recently, and with an exceedingly more
sophisticated technology, major Buddhist Stud-
ies sites have been created throughout the world,
many prompted by the groundbreaking work of
Charles Muller in Japan. These sites provide such
items as Buddhist texts in their original languag-
es, constantly updated Buddhist dictionaries, and
a wide variety of electronic tools—such as Uni-
code fonts—for worldwide information exchange
in Buddhist Studies. Coupled with the global
reach of Buddhist Studies professional societ-
ies such as the International Association of Bud-
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dhist Studies and the United Kingdom Association
of Buddhist Studies, and international forums for
virtually instant communication (like the H-Bud-
dhism online community of scholars created by
Charles Muller), the discipline of Buddhist Stud-
ies begins the twenty-first century with a vi-
sion unimagined even a quarter-century earlier.

Key Points You Need to Know
e The mainstream of Buddhist Studies
began in Europe in the middle of the
nineteenth century through the pio-
neering works of Eugéne Burnouf, Brian
Houghton Hodgson, and others.

e Three schools known as the Anglo-Ger-
man, Franco-Belgian, and Leningrad
schools developed.

e Much of the early work in Buddhist
Studies was philological, focusing on
texts and translations of basic Pali and
Sanskrit texts. Only later did disciplin-
ary studies in sociology, anthropology,
and other areas develop in Buddhist
Studies.

e In modern Buddhist Studies, many of
the investigators are Buddhists them-
selves, spanning all the various tradi-
tions and sectarian affiliations.

e In current Buddhist Studies, rapid de-
velopments in information exchange
technology have radically redefined the
discipline, and the way Buddhism is
promoted and investigated.

Additional Material at Buddhism Online:
Self Test Questions

Class Discussion Questions
Essay Questions
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Appendix |

Main Topics Covered
e Chronology of Buddhist History

Chronology of Buddhist History

Prior To 6TH CenTury  Vedic Period in India (c. 1500-
1000)

B.C.E Composition of the Bramanas (c.
1000-800)

Composition of Early Upanisads
(c. 800-500)

6TH CENTURY B.C.E. Life of Laozi
Life of Confucius (552-479)

5TH CENTURY B.C.E. Life of the Buddha Sakyamuni (c.
485-405.)

Reign of Bimbisara (c. 465-413

B.C.E.)
Council of Rajagrha (c. 405 s.c.c.)

47H CENTURY B.C.E. Alexander the Great in India (c.
327-325)

Reign of Chandragupta Maurya
(322-298)

Megasthenese at court of Can-
dragupta (303)

Second Buddhist council at



3rRD CENTURY B.C.E.

2ND CENTURY B.C.E.

1sT CENTURY B.C.E.

1sT CENTURY C.E.

377 Chronology

Vaisalt (c. 305)

Non-canonical Buddhist council
at Pataliputra (c. 284)

Beginning of Buddhist sectarian-
ism

Reign of Indian King Asoka
(272-231)

Third Buddhist council at
Pataliputra (250)

Asoka’s missionary Mahinda in-
troduces Buddhism to Sri Lanka
(247)

Beginning of Mahayana Bud-
dhism (c. 200)

Beginning of composition of
Prajnaparamita literature

Stlupa construction at Sanc (c.
200-000)

An Shigao arrives in China and
establishes first translation bu-
reau (148)

Reign of Dutthagamani Abhaya
in Sri Lanka (101-77)

Abhayagiri monastery founded
in Sri Lanka (c. 100-000)

Pali Canon written down in Sri
Lanka (29-17)

Reign of King Kaniska in India

Fourth Buddhist council at
Kasmir (c. 100)

Composition of Lotus-sitra and
other Buddhist texts

Buddhism enters Central Asia
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2ND CENTURY C.E.

3RrD CENTURY C.E.

47H CENTURY C.E.

5TH CENTURY C.E.

6TH CENTURY C.E.

378 Chronology

and China

Life of Indian Buddhist philoso-
pher Nagarjuna
Expansion of Buddhism to Bur-

ma, Cambodia, Laos, Vietham,
and Indonesia

Life of Indian Buddhist philoso-
phers Asanga and Vasubandhu

Development of Vajrayana Bud-
dhism in India

Translation of Buddhist texts
into Chinese by Kumarajiva
(344-413), Huiynan (334-416),
and others

Gupta Dynasty in India, Bud-
dhist philosophy and art flourish
(350-650)

Buddhism enters Korea in 372

Nalanda University founded in
India

Life of Buddhist philosopher
Buddhaghosa in Sri Lanka (c.
400-500)

Chinese pilgrim Faxien visits
India (399-414)

Life of Paramartha (499-599)

Bodhidharma arrives in China
from India (c. 520)

Sui Dynasty in Chinese History
(589-617); beginning of golden
age of Chinese Buddhism

Development of Tientai, Huayan,
Pure Land, and Chan Schools of
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Chinese Buddhism
Life of Zhiyi (538-597)

Buddhism enters Japan from
Korea (552)

Prince Shotoku sponsors Bud-
dhism in Japan (572-621)

Buddhism flourishing in Indone-
sia

77H CENTURY C.E. First diffusion of Buddhism in
Tibet (c. 600)

Life of Dharmakirti; flourishing
of logic and epistemology (c.
600)

Tang Dynasty in Chinese history
(618-907)

Life of Wonhyo (617-686); foun-
dation of “unitive Buddhism” in
Korea

Life of Songtsen Gampo (618-
650); establishment of Bud-
dhism in Tibet

Life of Uisang; introduction of
Hwaom (hua-yen) into Korea
(625-702)

Chinese pilgrim Xuanzang visits
India (629-645)

Life of Huineng (638-713);
Northern Southern schools con-
troversy

Pala Dynasty in India (650-950)

Unified Silla Period in Korea
(668-918); Buddhism flourishes

Chinese pilgrim Yijing travels to
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380 Chronology

81H CENTURY C.E.

971H CENTURY C.E.

India (671-695)
Life of Padmasambhava (c. 700)

Northern-Southern schools con-
troversy in Japan (c. 700)

Esoteric school (Zhenyan Zong)
develops in China (c. 700)

Construction of Borobudur (c.
700-800)

Mahayana and Tantric Buddhism
flourish in India (700-1100);
consolidation of school of logic
and epsitemology

Nara Period in Japanese history
(710-784)

Academic schools (Jojitsu, Ku-
sha, Sanron, Hosso, Ritsu, and
Kegon) proliferate in Japan

Great debate between Tibetan
and Chinese Buddhist schools

Council of Lhasa in Tibet (742)

rNying-ma-pa School of Tibet
Buddhism begins

First Tibetan monastery at Sa-
mye

Life of Saicho (767-822); found-
ing of Tendai school

Life of Kikai (774-835); found-
ing of Shongon school

Heian Period in Japanese history
(794-1185)

Founding of Vikramasila monas-
tery in Tibet (c. 800)

Reign of Lang Dharma (836-842)
and suppression of Buddhism in
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Tibet

Great Buddhist persecution in
China (845)

10TH CENTURY C.E. Sung dynasty in China (960-
1279)

Koryo period in Korea (978-
1392)

First complete printing of Chi-
nese Buddhist canon (Szechuan
edition) in 983

Atisa (982-1054) arrives in Tibet
from India (1042)

117H CENTURY C.E. Life of Mar-pa (1012-1097) and
origins of Kagyu School of Ti-
betan Buddhism

Life of Naropa (1016-1100)

King Anawrahta unifies Bur-
ma and gives allegiance to
Theravada Buddhism (1040-
1077)

Life of Mi-la ras-pa (1040-
1123); becomes greatest poet
and most popular saint in Ti-
betan Buddhism

Life of Uichon (1055-1101)

Sakya order of Tibetan Bud-
dhism begins (1073)

Life of Gampopa (1079-1153)

Revival of Theravada Buddhism
in Sri Lanka and Burma

Decline of Buddhism in India

121H CENTURY C.E. Construction of Angkor Wat (c.
1100)

Theravada Buddhism established
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in Burma

Life of Honen (1133-1212);
founds Jodo-shi in Japan

Life of Eisai (1141-1215);
founds Rinzai Zen School of
Japanese Buddhism

Life of Chinul (1158-1210);
Chogye order founded; develop-
ment of SOn in Korea

Life of Shinran (1173-1262);
founds Jodo Shinshi in Japan

Kamakura Period in Japan
(1185-1392)

Nalanda University sacked by
Mahmud Ghor1 (1197)

137H CENTURY C.E. Buddhism disappears from
North India. Traces linger in
South (c. 1200).

Printing of Tripitaka Koreana (c.
1200)

Life of Dogen (1200-1253)
founds Soto Zen School in Japan

Life of Nichiren (1222-1282)
founds school of Japanese Bud-
dhism named after him

Life of Ippen (1239-1289);
foundation of Jishi school

Sakya Pandita converts Mongols
to Buddhism (1244)

Theravada declared state reli-
gion of kingdom of Sukhothai
(Thailand) (c. 1260)

Life of Buton (1290-1364); col-
lects and edits Tibetan Buddhist
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1471H CENTURY C.E.

157H CENTURY C.E.

16TH CENTURY C.E.

1771H CENTURY C.E.

187H CENTURY C.E.

197H CenTury C.E.

383 Chronology

Canon

Life of Tsongkhapa (1357-
1419); Gelukpa order founded in
Tibet

Theravada Buddhism declared
state religion of Thailand (1360)

Ming dynasty in China (1368-
1644)

Ch’oson period in Korea; Bud-
dhism suppressed

Laos and Cambodia become
Theravada

Tibetan Kanjur printed in China

Office of Dalai Lama instituted
by mongols

Life of Dalai Lama V and begin-
ning of rule of Tibet by Dalai
Lamas

Control of Japanese Buddhism
by Tokugawa Shogunate (1603-
1867)

Life of Basho; Buddhist influence
on haiku and the arts in Japan

Colonial occupation of Sri Lanka,
Burma, Laos, Cambodia, and
Vietnam; Western domination of
South and Southeast Asia

Mongolian Buddhist canon
translated from Tibetan (1749)

Beginning of the academic study
of Buddhism by Western schol-
ars (c. 1800)

Royal Asiatic Society founded
(1823)

Reign of Rama IV in Thailand,;
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384 Chronology

207H CenTury C.E.

reform of Thai sangha (1851-
1868)

First Buddhist temple founded in
the United States, in San Fran-
cisco (1853)

Meiji Restoration in Japanese
history (1868), marking end of
military rule

Life of Nishida Kitaro, founder of
Kyoto school (1870-1945)

New religions begin to emerge
in Japanese Buddhism

5th great Buddhist council in
Mandalay

Theosophical Society founded
(1875)

Publication of Sir Edwin Arnold’s
The Light of Asia (1879)

Pali Text Society founded in
England by T.W. Rhys Davids
(1881)

Mahabodhi Society founded by
Anagarika Dharmapala (1891)

Life of B. Ambedkar, conversion
of Untouchables in India (1891-
1956)

Buddhist Churches of America
founded (1899)

Taisho Shinshi Daizokyo edi-
tion of Chinese Buddhist Canon
printed in Tokyo (1924-1929)

The Buddhist Society founded in
London (1924)

Won Buddhism founded in Korea
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(1924)

Nichiren Shoshi Sokagakkai for-
mally established (1937)

Rossho Koseikai founded (1938)

People’s Liberation Army enters
Tibet (1950

World Fellowship of Buddhists
founded (1950)

6th great Buddhist council at
Rangoon (1954-1956)

Dalai Lama flees Tibet to India
(1959)

Friends of the Western Buddhist
Order founded (1967)

Development of Engaged Bud-
dhism (1970)

Vajradhatu Foundation founded
(1973)

International Association of Bud-
dhist Studies founded (1976)

International Network of En-
gaged Buddhists founded (1989)

United Kingdom Association of
Buddhist Studies founded (1995)

21sT CenTURY C.E. Destruction of standing Buddha
statues at Bamiyan by Taliban
regime (2001)
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Appendix Il

Main Topics Covered
e The Buddhist Scriptures
e The Pali Canon
e The Chinese Canon
e The Tibetan Canon

The Buddhist Scriptures

The Pali Canon

The Pali Canon is the complete scripture collection
of the Theravada school. As such, it is the only

complete set of scriptures for any Hinayana sect,
preserved in the language of its composition. It is

often called the Tipitaka or “Three Baskets” be-
cause it includes the Vinaya Pitaka or “Basket of

Discipline,” the Sutta Pitaka or “Basket of Dis-
courses,” and the Abhidhamma Pitaka or “Basket of

Higher Teachings.” There is an especially good
summary of the Pali Canon on pp. 265-276 of The

Historyof Buddhist Thought(2ndedition;NewYork:
Barnes and Noble, 1963) by Edward J. Thomas.

I. Vinaya Pitaka (“Basket of Discipline”)

A. Suttavibhanga (“Analysis of Rules”): Rules
of the Patimokkha code with commentarial



387 The Pali Canon

explanations.

1. Mahavibhanga (“Great Section”): 227
rules for monks.

2. Bhikkhunt-vibhanga (“Division for Nuns”):
311 rules for nuns.

B. Khandhaka (“Sections”): Chapters relative
to the organization of the sangha.

1. Mahavagga (“Great Group”): Regulations
for ordination, Uposatha (Observance) Day,
rainy-season retreat, clothing, food, medi-
cine, and procedures relative to the sangha’s
operation.

2. Cullavagga (“Small Group”): Regulations
for judicial matters, requisites, schisms,
travel, ordination and instruction of nuns,
history of the first and second councils.

C. Parivara (“Supplement”): Summaries and
classifications of the Vinaya rules.

[I. Sutta Pitaka (“Basket of Discourses”)

A. Digha Nikaya (“Collection of Long Dis-
courses”): 34 suttas.

B. Majjhima Nikaya (“Collection of Middle
Length Discourses”): 152 suttas.

C. Samyutta Nikaya (“Collection of Con-
nected Discourses”): 56 groups of suttas,
grouped according to subject matter.

D. Anguttara Nikaya (“Collection of Item-
More Discourses”): Discourses grouped ac-
cording to the number of items in an as-
cending list.

E. Khuddaka Nikaya (“Collection of Little
Texts”)

1. Khuddaka-patha (“Collection of Little
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388 The Pali Canon

Readings”): Short suttas for recitation.

2. Dhammapada (“Verses on Dhamma”):
Collection of 423 verses, in many cases
concerned with ethical maxims.

3. Udana (“Verses of Uplift”): 80 solemn ut-
terances spoken by Buddha.

4. Itivuttaka (“Thus it is Said”): 112 short
suttas.

5. Sutta-nipata (“Group of Suttas”): 70 verse
suttas containing legendary material.

6. Vimana-vatthu (“Stories of Heavenly
Mansions”): Suttas concerning heavenly re-
births.

7. Peta-vatthu (“Stories of the Departed”):
51 poems on unfortunate rebirths.

8. Thera-gatha (“Verses of the Male Elders”):
Verses attributed to 264 male disciples of
Buddha.

9. Theri-gatha (“Verses of the Female El-
ders”): Verses attributed to about 100 fe-
male disciples of Buddha.

10. Jataka (“Birth Stories”): 547 stories of
the previous lives of the Buddha.

11. Niddesa (“Exposition”): Commentary on
portions of the Sutta-nipata.

12. Patisambhida-magga (“Way of Analy-
sis”): An Abdhidhamma style discussion of
doctrinal points.

13. Apadana (“Stories”): Verse stories of
lives and former lives of various monks and
nuns.

14. Buddhavamsa (“Lineage of the Bud-
dhas”): History of 24 previous Buddhas.

15. Cariya-pitaka (“Basket of Conduct”):
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Jataka strories emphasizing a bodhisatta’s
practice of the perfections.

lll. Abhidhamma Pitaka (“Basket of Higher
Teachings”)

A.Dhammasangani(“Enumeration of Dham-
mas”): Discussion of mental and bodily fac-
tors, with reference to ethical issues.

B. Vibhanga (“Analysis”): Continued analy-
sis of various doctrinal categories.

C. Dhatu-katha (“Discussion of Elements”):
Ordering of various factors under a variety
of major categories.

D. Puggala-pannatti (“Designation of Hu-
man Types”): Classification of individuals
according to a variety of traits.

E. Katha-vatthu (“Subjects of Discussion”):
Polemical treatise concerning doctrines
disputed by rival schools.

F. Yamaka (“Book of Pairs”): Pairs of ques-
tions addressing basic categories.

G. Patthana (“Book of Relations”): Analysis
of causality in 24 groups.

The Chinese Canon

The Chinese Buddhist Canon is called the Decang
Jing or “Great Scripture Store.” The first complete
printing of the “Three Baskets” or Tripitaka was
completed in 983 C.E., and known as the Shuben
or Szechuan edition. It included 1076 texts in
480 cases. A number of other editions of the
Chinese Canon were made thereafter. The now
standard modern edition of this work is known as
the Taisho Shinshi Daizokyo, published in Tokyo
between 1924 and 1929. It contains 55 volumes
containing 2184 texts, along with a supplement
of 45 additional volumes. A fine chapter titled
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“The Chinese Tripitaka” can be found on pp. 365-
386 of Buddhism in China (Princeton: Princeton
University Press, 1964) by Kenneth K.S. Ch’en.

I.  Agama Section: Volumes 1-2, 151 texts.
Contains the equivalent of the first four Pali
Nikayas and a portion of the fifth Nikaya.

[I. Story Section: Volumes 3-4, 68 texts. Con-
tains the Jataka stories.

lll. Prajnaparamita Section: Volumes 5-8, 42
texts. Contains the perfection of wisdom
literature.

IV. Saddharmapundarika Section: Volume 9, 16
texts. Contains three versions of the Lotus-
sutra and some additional material.

V. Avatamsaka Section: Volumes 9-10, 31
texts. Contains material on the Flower Gar-
land Satra.

VI. Ratnakita Section: Volumes 11-12, 64
texts. Contains material on a group of 49
texts, some of which are extremely early
Mahayana treatises.

VIIl. Mahaparinirvana Section: Volume 12, 23
texts. Contains the Mahayana version of the
conclusion of Buddha’s life.

VIII. Great Assembly Section: Volume 13, 28
texts. Collection of Mahayana sitras, be-
ginning with the “Great Assembly Satra.”

IX. Sdtra-Collection Section: Volumes 14-17,
423 texts. Collection of miscellaneous (pri-
marily Mahayana) satras.

X. Tantra Section: Volumes 18-21, 572 texts.
Contains Vajrayana Satras and Tantric ma-
terials.

Xl. Vinaya Section: Volumes 22-24, 86 texts.
Contain the disciplinary texts of a variety of
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Hinayana schools as well as texts on bod-
hisattva discipline.

Xll. Commentaries on Suatras: Volumes 24-26,
31 texts. Commentaries by Indian authors
on the Agamas and Mahayana Satras.

XIll. Abhidharma Section: volumes 26-29, 28
texts. Translations of Sarvastivadin, Dhar-
maguptaka, and Sautrantika Abhidharma
texts.

XIV.Madhyamika Section: Volume 30, 15 texts.
Contains texts of this important school of
Mahayana Buddhist thought.

XV. Yogacara Section: Volumes 30-31, 49 texts.
Contains texts of this important school of
Mahayana Buddhist Thought.

XVI.Collection of Treatises: Volume 32, 65
texts. Miscellaneous works on logic and
other matters.

XVIl. Commentaries on the Satras: Volumes
33-39. Commentaries by Chinese authors.

XVIIl. Commentaries on the Vinaya: Volume 40.
Commentaries by Chinese authors.

XIX. Commentaries on the Sastras: Volumes 40-
44. Commentaries by Chinese authors.

XX. Chinese Sectarian Writings: Volumes 44-
48.

XXI.History and Biography: Volumes 49-52, 95
texts.

XXII. Encyclopedias and Dictionaries: Volumes
53-54, 16 texts.

XXIll. Non-Buddhist Doctrines: Volume 54,
8 texts. Contains materials on Hinduism,
Manichean, and Nestorian Christian writ-

ing.
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XXIV. Catalogs: Volume 55, 40 texts. Catalogs
of the Chinese Canon, starting with that of
Sengyou (published 515 C.E.).

The Tibetan Canon

The Tibetan Canon consists of two parts: (1) the
bKa’-gyur (“Translation of the Word of the Bud-
dha”), pronounced Kanjur, and (2) the bStan-gyur
(“Translation of Teachings”), pronounced Tenjur.
Because this latter collection contains works at-
tributed to individuals other than the Buddha, it is
considered only semi-canonical. The first printing
of the Kanjur occurred not in Tibet, but in Chi-
na (Peking), being completed in 1411. The first
Tibetan edition of the canon was at sNar-thang
(pronounced Narthang) with the Kanjur appear-
ing in 1731, followed by the Tenjur in 1742. Oth-
er famous editions of the canon were printed at
Derge and Co-ne. Almost fifty years ago, Kenneth
K.S. Ch’en provided a short article on the Tibetan
Canon titled “The Tibetan Tripitaka,” published in
the Harvard Journal of Asiatic Studies, 9, 2 (June,
1946), pp. 53-62, that is still quite useful today.

I. bKa’-gyur (Kanjur): Translation of the Word
of the Buddha; 98 volumes according to the
sNar-thang (Narthang) edition.

A. Vinaya: 13 Volumes.

B. Prajnaparamita: 21 Volumes.
C. Avatamsaka: 6 Volumes.

D. Ratnakita: 6 Volumes.

E. Sdatra: 30 Volumes. 270 texts, 75% of
which are Mahayana, 25% Hinayana.

F. Tantra: 22 Volumes. Contains more than
300 texts.

II. bStan-"gyur (Tenjur): Translation of Teach-
ings; 224 volumes (3626 texts) according
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to the Peking edition.

A. Stotras (“Hymns of Praise”): 1 Volume;
64 texts.

B. Commentaries on the Tantras: 86 Vol-
umes; 3055 texts.

C. Commentaries on the Sidtras: 137 Vol-
umes; 567 texts.

1. PrajAaparamita Commentaries, 16 Vol-
umes.

. Madhyamika Treatises, 17 Volumes.
. Yogacara Treatises, 29 Volumes.

. Abhidharma, 8 Volumes.

. Miscellaneous Texts, 4 Volumes.

. Vinaya Commentaries, 16 Volumes.
. Tales and Dramas, 4 Volumes.

co N O Ui h W N

. Technical Treatises: 43 Volumes.
a. Logic: 21 Volumes.

b. Grammar: 1 Volume.

c. Lexicography and Poetics:

1 Volume.

d. Medicine: 5 Volumes.

e. Chemistry and Miscellaneous: 1 Vol-
ume.

f. Supplements: 14 Volumes.
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