recognition of one’s own complete inability to act ethically
that enables the compassion of Amida to transform one into
an ethical actor. According to Shinran’s thought, the devotee
neither inspires nor invokes Amida’s compassion; rather,
Amida is the sole agent in bringing about the ethical forma-
tion of his devotees. Without Amida, Shinran estimated, he
was completely without options for leading an ethical life.

This emphasis on the power of a buddha to shape the
ethical life of beings is not exclusive to Pure Land traditions.
While not articulated with the same direct emphasis as with
Shinran, there is, in the Theravadin traditions, for example,
the conception that the presence of a buddha—through
physical proximity in his lifetime or through his relics after
his parinibbina—can change people’s destinies. Hagio-
graphical accounts of the buddha’s teaching career are filled
with stories of the multitudes of people who quickly attained
arahatship upon receiving the Dharma from the Buddha.

In addition to these generalized patterns, narratives also
depict personalized encounters with the Buddha Gautama.
The evocative story of Pattacira, recorded in the Pali
Therigithd, describes how the Buddha’s intercession changes
the ethical destiny of a woman whose grief at the loss of her
entire family renders her insane, wandering naked as an out-
cast from society. The Buddha becomes literally her last ref-
uge; he is the only one who clearly perceives her naked rav-
ings as an exposure of suffering. The encounter brings sanity,
a new family in the sarigha, and ultimately, enlightenment.
Attaining enlightenment is not the ultimate goal for Bud-
dhist ethical life; rather, it is to continue to aid others, both
through acts of heroic intervention and, like Pattacara, by
serving as an inspiring role model for others.

SEE ALsO Buddha; Buddhism, articles on Buddhism in
Japan and Buddhism in Tibet; Buddhism, Schools of, arti-
cle on Tibetan and Mongolian Buddhism; Celestial Bud-
dhas and Bodhisattvas.
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BUDDHISM: AN OVERVIEW

[This article attempts to identify certain of the elements and
structures that have constituted the Buddhist tradition as it has
evolved over the past twenty-five hundred years. It traces a com-
plex of social and ideological formations that have allowed it to
develop from a small religious community to a “universal” reli-
gion associated with empire, to an important component in the
several cultures of Buddhist Asia, to a tradition faced with the
problems raised by modernity and contact with the West.]

The concept of Buddhism was created about three cen-
turies ago to identify what we now know to be a pan-Asian
religious tradition that dates back some twenty-five hundred
years. Although the concept, rather recent and European in
origin, has gradually, if sometimes begrudgingly, received
global acceptance, there is still no consensus about its defini-
tion. We can, however, identify two complementary mean-
ings that have consistently informed its use. First, it groups
together the thoughts, practices, institutions, and values that
over the centuries have—to use a phrase coined by the
French Buddhologist Louis de La Vallée Poussin—
“condensed around the name of the Buddha.” The implicit
conclusion of this usage is that Buddhism is, in short, what-
ever Buddhist men and women have said, done, and held
dear. Second, the concept suggests some unifying character
or order in the overwhelming diversity encompassed by the
first usage. The beginning of this ordering process has often
been to consider Buddhism as an example of larger catego-
ries, and thus Buddhism has been variously labeled a religion,
a philosophy, a civilization, or a culture. It must be admitted,
however, that no single ordering principle has been found
that takes full account of the data included within the first
meaning. This admission stands as a rebuke of the limita-
tions of our current understanding, and as a continuing chal-
lenge to go further in our descriptions and explanations.

When the first meaning of Buddhism, which empha-
sizes its encompassment of accumulated traditions, is placed
in the foreground, the resulting conception is indeed com-
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prehensive. The further scholarship proceeds, the more com-
prehensive this conception becomes, because Buddhists have
done in the name of the Buddha almost everything that other
humans have done. Buddhists have, of course, been con-
cerned with living religiously, some with the aim of salvation,
and they have created traditions of belief and practice that
help to realize these aspirations. But they have been con-
cerned with much more as well. Buddhists have built cities
sanctified by monuments dedicated to the Buddha and they
have cultivated their crops using blessings that invoke his
name. They have written self-consciously Buddhist poems
and plays as well as highly technical works of grammar and
logic that begin with invocations to the Buddha. They have
commended nonviolence, but they have also gone to war
with the name of Buddha on their lips. They have valued cel-
ibacy, but have also written erotic manuals and rejoiced in
family life, all in the name of Buddha. Buddhists have creat-
ed subtle philosophical concepts, such as the absence of self
(andtman), which are contravened by other ideas and values
they have held. Like other human beings, Buddhists have
been inconsistent and even contradictory, and they have
been both noble and base in what they have said and done.

Although most scholars have at some level accepted this
first conception of Buddhism as a diverse cumulative tradi-
tion, few have been content to allow this encompassing no-
tion to prevail. They have sought to discover what ideals and
values have inspired Buddhists, or to formulate generaliza-
tions that will help us to see the behavior of individuals as
distinctively Buddhist. Some scholars have singled out a pat-
tern, an idea, or a cluster of ideas that they felt was important
enough to provide continuity through Buddhist history, or
at least sufficient to suggest a coherence to the variety. Im-
portant candidates for this “key” to Buddhism are the pur-
ported teaching of the founder of Buddhism, Gautama,
which provides an essence that has unfolded over the centu-
ries; the monastic organization (samgha), whose historical
continuity provides a center of Buddhist practice and a social
basis for the persistence of Buddhist thought and values; the
closely related ideas of nonself and emptiness (andtman,
Sinyatd), realized through insight, which are said to mold
Buddhist behavior; and the goal of nirvina as the purpose
of life. While such patterns and notions are very important
for Buddhist sociology and soteriology, they also omit a great
deal. Moreover, we can see that the element that is singled
out as important is often distictive to Buddhism only in com-
parison with other religions or philosophies and cannot serve
as a core that informs the entire corpus of Buddhist beliefs,
rituals, and values.

Scholars have also sought to identify the characteristic
order of Buddhism by dividing the cumulative tradition into
more manageable parts, whether by chronology, by school,
or by country. Some scholars, following the Buddhist histori-
ans Bu ston (1290-1364) and Taranatha (1574-1608), have
divided Buddhism into three periods, mainly along philo-
sophical lines. A first phase, represented by the early

Theravada (Way of the Elders) and Sarvastivada (All Things
Are Real) schools, emphasized the no-soul idea and the reali-
ty of the constituents (dharmas) of the world. A middle
phase, represented by the Madhyamika (Middle Way)
school, introduced the idea of the ultimate emptiness
($iinyatd) of all phenomena. A third period, represented by
the Vijianavada (Consciousness Only) school, was philo-
sophically idealistic in character. The limitations of this
philosophical division are severe in that it only touches cer-
tain aspects of Buddhism and acknowledges no significant
development after the fifth century CE.

Other scholars have elaborated a schema based on po-
lemical divisions within the Buddhist community. They
have focused attention on three great Buddhist “vehicles”
(yana) that are characterized by different understandings of
the process and goal of salvation. The Hinayana, or Lesser
Vehicle, elaborated a gradual process of individual salvation,
and in that context distinguished among the attainment of
an arbat, the attainment of a pratyekabuddha (one who
achieves enlightenment on his own but does not become a
teacher), and the attainment of a fully enlightened Buddha
who teaches others the way to salvation. The Theravada and
Sarvastivada schools mentioned above are two of the major
schools that are included under the Hinayana rubric. The
term Hinayina was in its origins a pejorative name coined
by the adherents of a new movement, self-designated as the
Mahayana, or Great Vehicle, which generated new texts and
teachings that were rejected by the Hinayanists.

Like the adherents of the Hinayana, the Mahayanists
elaborated a gradual path of salvation lasting over many life-
times, but their emphasis was different in two very important
and related respects. They held that an individual’s soterio-
logical process could be aided and abetted by what some
Mahayana schools came to designate as “other-power,” and
they recognized, ultimately, only one soteriological goal—
the attainment of fully realized Buddhahood. The Vajrayana
(Diamond Vehicle), which is also known as Mantrayana (Sa-
cred Sounds Vehicle), Esoteric Buddhism, or Tantric Bud-
dhism, accepted the basic approach and goal of the
Mahayana, but felt that individual realization could be ac-
complished more quickly, in some cases even in this present
life. The Vajrayanists described the practices that lead to this
attainment in texts called zantras that were not accepted by
either the Hinayana or the Mahayana schools. Although this
Hinayana/Mahayana/Vajrayana schema is probably the
most common one used by scholars to divide Buddhism into
more manageable segments, it too has serious drawbacks. It
underestimates the significance of developments after the
first millennium of the common era and it tends to overem-
phasize certain traits therein as extreme differences, beyond
what is warranted by history.

Finally, scholars have recognized that Buddhism has al-
ways been deeply shaped by its surrounding culture. The
Buddhist tradition has been more accretive in its doctrine
and practice than the other great missionary religions, Chris-
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tianity and Islam. It has shown an enduring tendency to
adapt to local forms; as a result we can speak of a transforma-
tion of Buddhism in various cultures. The extent of this
transformation can be seen in the difficulty that the first
Western observers had in recognizing that the religion they
observed in Japan was historically related to the religion
found in Sri Lanka. This cultural division of Buddhism into
Tibetan Buddhism, Chinese Buddhism, and so forth has
been most successfully applied to the more recent phases of
Buddhist history, especially to contemporary developments.
Its dangers are, of course, quite obvious: above all, it conceals
the Buddhist tradition’s capacity to transcend the boundaries
of culture, politics, and nationality.

The general trends of scholarship on Buddhism in this
century have been within such accepted divisions of the cu-
mulative tradition, with the result that our sense of Bud-
dhism’s historical continuity has been greatly obscured. The-
odore Stcherbatsky, a Soviet Buddhologist, is in this regard
a representative example. He adopted Bu ston’s tripartite
“philosophical” division of Buddhist history and, in his Con-
ception of Buddpist Nirvana (Leningrad, 1927), commented
on the transition between the first phase and the second
phase as follows: “the history of religions has scarcely wit-
nessed such a break between new and old within the pale of
what nevertheless continued to claim common descent from
the same religious founder” (p. 36). Similar statements
pointing to radical discontinuity have been made from the
perspective of the soteriological and cultural forms of Bud-
dhism as well.

The investigation of each segment of the Buddhist cu-
mulative tradition is now generally done in isolation from
other segments. This strategy has had remarkable success in
our discovery of the imprint of Buddhist thought and prac-
tice in areas far beyond the monasteries, beyond the level of
elite groups. In small domains scholars have begun to see pat-
terns in the full extent of phenomena grouped under the
name of Buddhism. At the same time, contemporary scholar-
ship often risks missing the forest for the trees. Our advances
in particular areas of research may be at the price of the schol-
ar’s unique vision of Buddhism as a pan-Asian tradition.

As is often the case in the study of religion, however,
the scale of investigation is decisive. This article will discuss
Buddhism on a general level and will highlight continuities
rather than disjunctions within the tradition. These con-
tinuities cannot be found in any static essence or core thread-
ing its way through all of Buddhist history. They will be
traced here by following certain elements that have been pre-
served in a changing series of structures, expanded to meet
new needs, and brought into relation with new elements that
are continuously being introduced. We will, in other words,
identify various elements and successive structures that have
constituted Buddhism as it developed from a small commu-
nity of mendicants and householders in northeastern India
into a great “universal” religion associated with empire, civi-
lization, and culture in various parts of Asia, and ultimately
with “modernity” and the West as well.
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BUDDHISM AS SECTARIAN RELIGION. Buddhism began
around the fifth or fourth century BCE as a small community
that developed at a certain distance, both self-perceived and
real, from other contemporary religious communities, as well
as from the society, civilization, and culture with which it co-
existed. Thus, we have chosen to characterize the Buddhism
of this period as “sectarian.”

It is quite probable that Buddhism remained basically
a sectarian religion until the time of King A$oka (third centu-
ry BCE). Whether this was a period of approximately two
hundred years, as some scholars, dating the death of the Bud-
dha around 486 BCE, maintain, or of approximately one hun-
dred years (accepting a death date around a century later) as
others contend, it was by all accounts a crucial period in
which many elements and patterns were established that have
remained fundamental to subsequent phases of Buddhist
thought and life. Despite the importance of this early phase
of Buddhist history our knowledge about it remains sketchy
and uncertain. Three topics can suggest what we do know:
the source of authority that the new Buddhist community
recognized, the pattern of development in its teaching and
ecclesiastical structures, and the attitude it took toward mat-
ters of political and social order. In discussing these three
topics we shall identify some of the main scholarly opinions
concerning them.

One primary factor that both accounts for and expresses
Buddhism’s emergence as a new sectarian religion rather
than simply a new Hindu movement is the community’s rec-
ognition of the ascetic Gautama as the Buddha (“enlightened
one”) and of the words that he had reportedly uttered as a
new and ultimate source of sacred authority. The recognition
of the Buddha’s authority was based on an acceptance of the
actuality and relative uniqueness of his person and career,
and of his enlightenment experience in particular. It was
based on the conviction that through his enlightenment he
had gained insight into the dharma (the Truth). This includ-
ed the aspect of truth that he had formulated more “philo-
sophically” as, for example, in the teaching concerning the
dependent co-origination (pratitya-samutpida) of the various
elements that constitute reality, and also the aspect of truth
he had formulated more soteriologically, as summarized, for
example, in the classic delineation of the Four Noble Truths
(that reality is permeated with suffering, that desire is the
cause of suffering, that the cessation of suffering is a possibili-
ty, and that there is a path that leads to a cessation of suffer-
ing). Finally, the Buddha’s authority was based on the confi-
dence that the teachings and actions that had flowed from
his enlightenment had been accurately transmitted by those
who had heard and seen them.

From certain stories preserved in the tradition it seems
that there were some challenges to the Buddha’s authority.
For example, there are numerous reports that even during his
own lifetime a more ascetically inclined cousin named Deva-
datta tried to take over leadership of the new movement.
Such challenges were successfully met by the Buddha and by
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those who carried on the tradition. As a result, later contro-
versies concerned not so much the authority of his teachings
and actions as their content and correct interpretation.

There is less scholarly agreement concerning the more
specific content of the early Buddhist teaching and about the
closely related question of the structure of the early Buddhist
community. Three conflicting interpretations have been set
forth, each defended on the basis of detailed text-critical re-
search. Some scholars have maintained that early Buddhism
was a movement of philosophically oriented renouncers
practicing a discipline of salvation that subsequently degen-
erated into a popular religion. A second group has contended
that Buddhism was originally a popular religious movement
that took form around the Buddha and his religiously inspit-
ing message, a movement that was subsequently co-opted by
a monastic elite that transformed it into a rather lifeless cleri-
cal scholasticism. A third group has argued that as far back
as there is evidence, early Buddhist teaching combined philo-
sophical and popular elements, and that during the earliest
period that we can penetrate, the Buddhist community in-
cluded both a significant monastic and a significant lay com-
ponent. This argument, which is most convincing, has in-
cluded the suggestion that the philosophical/popular and
monastic/lay dichotomies should actually be seen as comple-
ments rather than oppositions, even though the understand-
ings of the relative importance of these elements and their
interrelationships have varied from the beginning of the
Buddhist movement.

By the time of the Second Buddhist Council, held in
the city of Vaiéali probably in the fourth century BCE, the
Buddhist community already encompassed two competing
assemblies whose members espoused positions that corre-
spond to the modern scholarly group of those who associate
the “original” or “true” Buddhism with an elite monastic tra-
dition, and those who associate it with a more democratic
and populist tradition. A split occurred at or shortly after the
Second Council: those who adhered to the former position
came to be known in Sanskrit as Sthaviravadins (Pali,
Theravadins; the proponents of the Way of the Elders), while
those who adhered to the latter position came to be known

as the Mahasamghikas (Members of the Great Assembly).

The third area of discussion about early Buddhism has
focused on its sectarian character. While it is not disputed
that during the pre-A$okan period the Buddhist community
was a specifically religious community only tangentially in-
volved with issues of political order and social organization,
it is less clear whether this distance was a matter of principle
or simply an accident of history. Some scholars have argued
that early Buddhists were so preoccupied with individual sal-
vation, and the early monastic order so oriented toward “oth-
erworldly” attainments, that early Buddhism’s sectarian
character was intrinsic, rather than simply circumstantial.
While individualistic and otherworldly strands played an im-
portant role in some segments of the early Buddhist commu-
nity, there are balancing factors that must also be taken into

account. Early Buddhists were concerned to gain royal pa-
tronage and were often successful in their efforts; they appro-
priated royal symbolism in their depiction of the Buddha
and his career; they maintained their own explicitly anti-
Brahmanic conception of kingship and social order, in the
Aggaifia Sutta, for example; and they encouraged a respect
for authority and moral decorum conducive to civil order
and tranquillity. Thus, within the sectarian Buddhism of the
early period, there were a number of elements that prepared
the way for the “civilizational Buddhism” that began to
emerge during the reign of King Asoka.

BupDHISM AS CIVILIZATIONAL RELIGION. Buddhism has
never lost the imprint of the sectarian pattern that character-
ized its earliest history, largely because the sectarian pattern
has been reasserted at various points in Buddhist history. But
Buddhism did not remain a purely sectarian religion. With
the reign of King A$oka, Buddhism entered a new phase of
its history in which it became what we have chosen to call
a “civilizational religion,” that is, a religion that was associat-
ed with a sophisticated high culture and that transcended the
boundaries of local regions and politics. By the beginning of
the common era Buddhism’s civilizational character was well
established in various areas of India and beyond. By the mid-
dle centuries of the first millennium CE, Buddhism as a civil-
izational religion had reached a high level of development
across Asia. However, the signs of the transition to a new
stage had already begun to appear by the sixth and seventh
centuries CE.

History and legend of the ASokan impact. Adoka (r.
circa 270-232 BCE) was the third ruler in a line of Mauryan
emperors who established the first pan-Indian empire
through military conquest. In one of the many inscriptions
that provide the best evidence regarding his attitudes and ac-
tual policies, ASoka renounced further violent conquest and
made a commitment to the practice and propagation of
dharma. In other inscriptions A$oka informs his subjects
concerning the basic moral principles that form his vision of
the dharma; he mentions related meditational practices that
he commends to his subjects as well as festivals of dharma
that he sponsored. He also tells of sending special representa-
tives to ensure that the dbarma was appropriately practiced
and taught by the various religious communities within his
realm.

It would seem from ASoka’s inscriptions that the dhar-
ma that he officially affirmed and propagated was not identi-
cal to the Buddhist dbarma, although it was associated with
it, especially insofar as Buddhist teaching impinged on the
behavior of the laity. However, the inscriptions give clear evi-
dence that if A§oka was not personally a Buddhist when he
made his first commitment to the dbarma, he became so
soon thereafter. His edicts indicate that he sponsored Bud-
dhist missions to various areas not only within his own em-
pire, but in the Greek-ruled areas of the northwest and in
Sri Lanka to the south. They indicate that he maintained a
special interest in the well-being and unity of the Buddhist
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samgha, that he was concerned to emphasize the importance
of Buddhist texts that dealt with lay morality, and that he
undertook a royal pilgrimage to the sites associated with the
great events in the Buddha’s life.

Asoka’s actual policies and actions represent only one
aspect of his impact in facilitating the transition of Bud-
dhism from a sectarian religion to a civilizational religion.
The other aspect is evidenced in the legends of ASoka that
appeared within the Buddhist community in the period fol-
lowing his death. These legends vary in character from one
Buddhist tradition to another. For example, the Theravadins
present an idealized portrait of A$oka and depict him as a
strong supporter of their own traditions. Another widely dis-
seminated ASokan text, the Afokavadina, composed in
Northwest India probably in a Sarvastivada context, depicts
an equally imposing but more ambivalent figure, sometimes
cruel in behavior and ugly in appearance. But all of the vari-
ous ASokan legends present in dramatic form an ideal of
Buddhist kingship correlated with an imperial Buddhism

that is truly civilizational in character.

During the A$okan and immediately post-A$okan era
there are at least three specific developments that sustained
the transformation of Buddhism into a civilizational religion.
The first, a realignment in the structure of the religious com-
munity, involved an innovation in the relationship and bal-
ance between the monastic order and its lay supporters. Prior
to the time of A$oka the monastic order was, from an organi-
zational point of view, the focus of Buddhist community life;
the laity, however important its role may have been, lacked
any kind of independent institutional structure. As a result
of the A$okan experience, including both historical events
and the idealized example he set as lay participant par excel-
lence in the affairs of the samgha, the Buddhist state came to
provide (sometimes as a hoped-for possibility, at other times
as a socioreligious reality) an independent institution that
could serve as a lay counterpoint and counterbalance to the
order of monks. In addition, this realignment in the struc-
ture of the Buddhist community fostered the emergence of
an important crosscutting distinction between monks and
laypersons participants in the imperial-
civilizational elite on the one hand, and ordinary monks and
laypersons on the other.

who were

The transformation of Buddhism into a civilizational re-
ligion also involved doctrinal and scholastic factors. During
the ASokan and post-A$okan periods, factions within the
monastic community began to formulate aspects of the
teachings more precisely, and to develop those teachings into
philosophies that attempted to explain all of reality in a co-
herent and logically defensible manner. As a result, the litera-
ture in which the community preserved its memory of the
sermons of the Buddha (the siitras) and of his instructions
to the monastic order (Vinaya) came to be supplemented by
new scholastic texts known as Abhidharma (“higher Dhar-
ma”). Given the philosophical ambiguities of the received
traditions, it was inevitable that contradictory doctrines
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would be put forward and that different religio-philosophical
systems would be generated. This led to controversies within
the community, and these controversies led to the prolifera-
tion of Buddhist schools and subschools, probably in con-
junction with other more mundane disputes that we do not
have sufficient data to reconstruct. Some sources list a total
of eighteen schools without any consistency in names. The
institutional and ideological boundaries between groups and
subgroups were probably very fluid.

Developments in the areas of symbolism, architecture,
and ritual were also significant components in the transfor-
mation of Buddhism into a civilizational religion. Some
changes were related to the support Buddhism received from
its royal and elite supporters. For example, royal and elite pa-
tronage seems to have been crucial to the emergence of large
monastic establishments throughout India. Such support
was also a central factor in the proliferation of stupas (Skt.,
stipas), memorial monuments replete with cosmological and
associated royal symbolism that represented the Buddha and
were, in most cases, believed to contain a portion of his relics.
These stipas were an appropriate setting for the develop-
ment of Buddhist art in which the Buddha was represented
in aniconic forms such as a footprint, a Bodhi
(“enlightenment”) Tree, a royal throne, the wheel of the
dharma, and the like. Merit making and related rituals prolif-
erated and assumed new forms around these stupas. Pilgrim-
ages to the sacred sites associated with the great events of the
Buddha’s life became more popular. The veneration and
contemplation of stupas and other symbolic representations
of the Buddha became increasingly widespread. Moreover,
the notion of merit making itself was expanded so that it
came to include not only merit making for oneself but the
transfer of merit to deceased relatives and others was well.

Imperial Buddhism reasserted and transcended. De-
spite the importance of A$oka to the history of Buddhism,
the imperial order that he established persisted only a short
time after his death. Within fifty years of his death (i. e., by
the year 186 BCE), the Buddhist-oriented Mauryan dynasty
collapsed and was replaced by the Sunga dynasty, more sup-
portive of Brahmanic Hindu traditions. The Buddhist texts
claim that the Sungas undertook a persecution of Buddhism,
although the force of any such persecution is rendered dubi-
ous by the fact that Buddhism and Buddhist institutions
continued to flourish and develop within the territory ruled
by the Sungas. Moreover, Buddhism emerged as a dominant
religion in areas outside northeastern India where the Sungas
were unable to maintain the authority and prestige that their
Mauryan predecessors had enjoyed.

During the three centuries from the second century BCE
through the first century CE Buddhism became a powerful
religious force in virtually all of India, from the southern tip
of the peninsula to the Indo-Greek areas in the northwest,
and in Sri Lanka and Central Asia as well. New polities seek-
ing to secure their control over culturally plural areas emulat-
ed Asoka’s example and adopted Buddhism as an imperial
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religion. This happened in Sri Lanka, probably when
Dutthagamani brought about the unification of the island
kingdom in the mid-second century BCE. It happened in cen-
tral India when the rising Satavahana dynasty became a sup-
porter of the Buddhist cause. It happened to some extent in
northwestern India when certain Greek and invading Cen-
tral Asian kings converted to Buddhism. And it happened
more fully in northwestern India during and after the reign
of King Kaniska (first to second century CE), who ruled over
a vast Kushan empire that extended from northern India
deep into Central Asia. By this time Buddhism had also
begun to penetrate into trading centers in northern China
and to spread along land and sea routes across Southeast Asia
to South China as well.

A major aspect of the transformation of Buddhism into
a fully civilizational religion was the differentiation that oc-
curred between Buddhism as a civilizational religion and
Buddhism as an imperial religion. During late Mauryan
times the civilizational and imperial dimensions had not
been clearly differentiated. However, by the beginning of the
common era Buddhism had become a civilizational religion
that transcended the various expressions of imperial Bud-
dhism in particular geographical areas. As a direct correlate
of this development, an important distinction was generated
within the elite of the Buddhist community. By this period
this elite had come to include both a truly civilizational com-
ponent that maintained close international contacts and trav-
eled freely from one Buddhist empire to another and beyond,
as well as overlapping but distinguishable imperial compo-
nents that operated within the framework of each particular
empire.

At this time Buddhist texts and teachings were being ex-
tended in a variety of ways. In some schools, such as the
Theravada and the Sarvastivada, canons of authoritative texts
were established, but even after this had occurred new ele-
ments continued to be incorporated into the tradition
through commentaries. In the case of the Sarvastivadins, a
huge collection of commentaries known as the Mahavibhaisa
was compiled at a Buddhist council held by King Kaniska.
In other schools the Pitakas themselves were still being en-
riched by the incorporation of a variety of new additions and
embellishments. There also began to appear, on the fringes
of the established schools, a new kind of sitra that signaled
the rise of a new Buddhist orientation that came to be known
as the Mahayana. The earliest of these were the
Prajiiaparamita Sitras, which put forward the doctrine of
Sinyatd (the ultimate “emptiness” of all phenomena) and
proclaimed the path of the bodhisatrva (future Buddha) as
the path that all Buddhists should follow. Before the end of
the second century CE the great Buddhist philosopher
Nagarjuna had given the perspective of these siitras a system-
atic expression and thereby established a basis for the first of
the major Mahayana schools, known as Madhyamika.

This extension of Buddhist traditions of texts and teach-
ings was accompanied by two other developments that also

contributed to their civilizational efficacy. During this period
the older Buddhist schools (hereafter collectively called the
Hinayana) that had previously limited themselves to the oral
transmission of tradition, and the newly emerging Mahayana
fraternities as well, began to commit their versions of the
Buddha’s teaching to writing. Some Buddhist groups began
to translate and write their most authoritative texts in San-
skrit, which had become the preeminent civilizational lan-
guage in India.

The rapid development of Buddhism led to major
changes in Buddhist ways of representing the Buddha and
relating to him ritually. Some Hinayana schools produced
autonomous biographies of the Buddha. The most famous
of the biographies is the Buddhacarita (Acts of the Buddha),
by Aévaghosa, written in refined Sanskrit in a classic literary
form (kavya). The Hinayana schools provided the context
for the production of anthropomorphic images of the Bud-
dha, which became a major focal point for sophisticated ar-
tistic expression on the one hand, and for veneration and de-
votion on the other. These schools also made a place within
the Buddhist system for a new and very important figure who
became a focus for new forms of devotional practice and, in
later phases of Buddhist history, new forms of religio-
political symbolism and activity as well. This new figure was
the future Buddha Maitreya (“the friendly one”), who was
believed to be residing in the Tusita Heaven awaiting the ap-
propriate time to descend to earth. By the beginning of the
common era other buddhological trends were beginning to
surface that were exclusively Mahayana in character. For ex-
ample, satras were beginning to appear that focused atten-
tion on a celestial Buddha named Amitabha (“infinite light”)
and portrayed practices of visualization that could lead to re-
birth in the western paradise over which he presided.

Closely associated developments were taking place at
the level of cosmology and its application to religious prac-
tice. In the Hinayana context the most important develop-
ment was probably the rich portrayal of a set of six cosmolog-
ical gatis, or “destinies” (of gods, humans, animals, asuras or
titans, hungry ghosts, and beings who are consigned to hell),
which depicted, in vivid fashion, the workings of karman
(moral action and its effects). These texts, which were proba-
bly used as the basis for sermons, strongly encouraged Bud-
dhist morality and Buddhist merit-making activities. Other
Hinayana works of the period suggested the presence of a
vast expanse of worlds that coexist with our own. In the new
Mahayana context this notion of a plurality of worlds was
moved into the foreground, the existence of Buddhas in at
least some of these other worlds was recognized, and the sig-
nificance of these Buddhas for life in our own world was both
affirmed and described. Finally, there are indications that
during this period both Hinayana and Mahayana Buddhists
increasingly employed exorcistic rituals that depended on the
magical power of various kinds of chants and spells (paritta
in Pali, dharani in Sanskrit).

Buddhism as Pan-Asian Civilization. From the sec-
ond to the ninth century, Buddhism enjoyed a period of im-
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mense creativity and influence. Prior to the beginning of the
sixth century, Buddhist fortunes were generally on the rise.
Buddhism flourished in Sri Lanka, India, and Central Asia.
Through already familiar processes involving its introduction
along trade routes, its assimilation to indigenous beliefs and
practices, and its adoption as an imperial religion, Buddhism
became firmly entrenched in both northern and southern
China and in many parts of Southeast Asia. After about 500
CE, these well-established dynamics of expansion continued
to operate. Buddhism became the preeminent religion in a
newly unified Chinese empire, it continued its spread in
parts of Southeast Asia, and it was established in important
new areas, first in Japan and then in Tibet. However, during
this latter period its successes were coupled with setbacks,
and by the middle of the ninth century the era of Buddhism
as a pan-Asian civilization was rapidly drawing to a close.

The geographical expansion of Buddhism was both a
cause and an effect of its civilizational character. But Bud-
dhism’s role as a pan-Asian civilization involved much more
than a pan-Asian presence. Buddhist monasteries, often state
supported and located near capitals of the various Buddhist
kingdoms, functioned in ways analogous to modern univer-
sities. There was a constant circulation of Buddhist monks,
texts, and artistic forms across increasingly vast geographical
areas. Indian and Central Asian missionaries traveled to
China and with the help of Chinese Buddhists translated
whole libraries of books into Chinese, which became a third
major Buddhist sacred language alongside Pali and Sanskrit.
In the fifth century Buddhist nuns carried their ordination
lineage from Sri Lanka to China. Between 400 and 700 a
stream of Chinese pilgrims traveled to India via Central Asia
and Southeast Asia in order to visit sacred sites and monaste-
ries and to collect additional scriptures and commentaries.
Some of these, such as Faxian, Xuanzang, and Yijing, wrote
travel accounts that provide information concerning Bud-
dhist civilization in its fullest development. In the sixth cen-
tury Buddhism was formally introduced into Japan; in the
following century Buddhists from Central Asia, India, and
China made their way into Tibet. Beginning in the eighth
and ninth centuries monks from Japan visited China in order
to receive Buddhist training and acquire Buddhist texts.
These are only a few illustrations of the kind of travel and
interaction that characterized this period.

While Buddhism was reaching its apogee as a civiliza-
tional religion, the teachings of the Hinayana tradition were
further extended and refined. New commentaries were pro-
duced in both Sanskrit and in Pali. During the fifth century
these commentaries were supplemented by the appearance
of two very Vasubandhu’s
Abhidharmakosa, composed in the Sarvastivada-Sautrantika
context in Northwest India, and Buddhaghosa’s Visuddhi-
magga (Path of Purification), written in the Theravadin con-
text in Sri Lanka. Moreover, many Hinayana themes re-
mained basic to the other Buddhist traditions with which it
coexisted. Most Buddhists continued to recognize the Bud-

important  manuals,
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dha Gautama as an important figure, and to focus attention
on the single-world cosmology that posited the existence of
three realms—the realm beyond form associated with the
most exalted gods and the highest meditational states, the
realm of form associated with slightly less exalted gods and
meditational states, and the realm of desire constituted by
the six gatis previously mentioned. This latter realm was es-
pecially prominent as the context presumed by pan-Buddhist
teachings concerning karmic retribution and the value of giv-
ing, particularly to the members of the monastic community.

Within the Mahayana tradition this period of Buddhist
efflorescence as a civilizational religion was characterized by
a high level of creativity and by a variety of efforts toward
systematization. In the earlier centuries the Mahayanists pro-
duced a rich and extensive collection of new siitras, including
the Saddharmapundarika Sitra (Lotus of the true law), the
Mabaparinirvana Sitra, the Larkavatira Sitra, and the
Avatamsaka Siitra. With the passage of time, voluminous
commentaries were written on many of these sttras in India,
Central Asia, and China. These s##ras and commentaries de-
veloped new teachings concerning the emptiness of the phe-
nomenal world, the storehouse consciousness (dlaya-
vijiana), and the “embryo of the Tathagata” (wthagata-
garbha). These teachings were given scholastic forms in vari-
ous Mahayana groups such as the Madhyamika and Yogacara
schools, which originated in India, and the Tiantai and
Huayan schools, which originated in China. In addition,
these stitras and commentaries recognized a vast pantheon
of Buddhas and bodhisattvas (future Buddhas) and acknowl-
edged the existence of a plurality, even an infinity, of worlds.
Some went on to affirm the reality of an eternal, cosmic Bud-
dha whom they took to be the ultimate source of these innu-
merable Buddhas, bodhisattvas, and worlds (and of all else
as well). Some of these texts highlighted various kinds of so-
teriological help that particular Buddhas and bodhisatrvas
could provide to those who sought their aid. In addition to
Maitreya and Amitabha, mentioned above, other Buddhas
and bodhisattvas who became particularly important include
Bhaisajyaguru (the Buddha of healing), Avalokite$vara (the
bodhisattva exemplar of compassion), Mafjusri (the bodhi-
sattva patron of the wise), and Ksitigarbha (the bodbisattva
who specialized in assisting those who suffer in hell).

By the second half of the first millennium CE a new
strand of Buddhist tradition, the Vajrayana, or Esoteric Ve-
hicle, began to come into the foreground in India. This new
vehicle accepted the basic orientation of the Mahayana, but
supplemented Mahayana insights with new and dramatic
forms of practice, many of them esoteric in character. The
appearance of this new Buddhist vehicle was closely associat-
ed with the composition of new texts, including new siitras
(e.g., the Mahavairocana Siitra), and the new ritual manuals
known as tantras. By the eighth and ninth centuries this new
vehicle had spread through virtually the entire Buddhist
world and was preserved especially in Japan and in Tibet.
But before the process of systematization of the Vajrayana
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could proceed very far the infrastructure that constituted
Buddhist civilization began to break down, thus at least par-
tially accounting for the very different form that this tradi-
tion took in Tibet and in Japan, where it became known as

Shingon.

During the period of its hegenomy as a pan-Asian civili-
zation, Buddhism retained a considerable degree of unity
across both the regional and text-oriented boundaries that
delimited particular Buddhist traditions. In each cultural
area and in each of the three yanas there were ascetics and
contemplatives who practiced Buddhist meditation; there
were ecclesiastics and moralists whose primary concern was
Buddhist discipline; there were monks and laypersons who
were involved in Buddhist devotion; and there were those
who took a special interest in Buddhist magic and exorcism.
These diverse groups and individuals shared—and many re-
alized that they shared—beliefs, attitudes, and practices with
like-minded Buddhists in distant areas and other yanas.

Moreover, during the period of its ascendancy as a civil-
izational religion, Buddhism provided a successful standard
of cultural unification such that other religious traditions, in-
cluding the Hindu in India, the Manichaean in Central Asia,
the Daoist in China, the Shinto in Japan, and the Bon in
Tibet, responded to it with their own innovations shaped by
Buddhist ideas and values. During this period, in other
words, Buddhism set the standards, religious, philosophical,
artistic, and so on, to which a whole range of other Asian tra-
ditions were forced to respond. Buddhism also served as a
civilizational religion by encompassing other elements—
logic, medicine, grammar, and technology, to name but a
few—that made it attractive to individuals and groups, in-
cluding many rulers and members of various Asian aristocra-
cies who had little or no interest in the spiritual aspect of
religion.

BupDHISM AS CULTURAL RELIGION. For more than a thou-
sand years, from the time of King A$oka to about the ninth
century, Buddhism exhibited a civilizational form that began
as pan-Indian and ultimately became pan-Asian in character.
Like the sectarian pattern that preceded it, this civilizational
pattern left an indelible mark on all subsequent Buddhist de-
velopments. Buddhism never completely lost either its con-
cern for inclusiveness or its distinctively international flavor.
But beginning in about the fifth century the civilizational
structure suffered increasingly severe disruptions, and a new
pattern began to emerge. All across Asia, Buddhism was
gradually transformed, through a variety of historical pro-
cesses, into what we have chosen to call “cultural religion.”

The period of transition. Buddhist civilization, which
characteristically strove for both comprehensiveness and sys-
tematic order, was dependent on the security and material
prosperity of a relatively small number of great monasteries
and monastic universities that maintained contact with one
another and shared common interests and values. This insti-
tutional base was, in fact, quite fragile, as was demonstrated
when historical events threatened the well-being of these

monasteries and their residents. New developments arose
within the Buddhist community as a result of these vicissi-
tudes, developments that eventually transformed Buddhism
into a series of discrete cultural traditions.

Some indication of these developments can be seen
quite early, even as Buddhist civilization was at the peak of
its brilliance. Events in Central Asia during the fifth and
sixth centuries were not favorable to the Buddhist kingdoms
along the Silk Route that connected Northwest India and
northern China. These kingdoms were invaded and in some
cases conquered by different nomadic peoples such as the
Huns, who also invaded India and the Roman empire. The
Chinese pilgrim Xuanzang, who visited Sogdiana in 630, saw
only ruins of Buddhist temples and former Buddhist
monasteries that had been given over to the Zoroastrians.

The instability in the crucial linking area between India
and China during the fifth and sixth centuries seems to have
been sufficient to weaken Buddhism’s civilizational struc-
ture. For the first time we see the emergence of new Buddhist
schools in China that are distinctively Chinese. The appear-
ance of synthetic Chinese schools like Tiantai and Huayan
suggests a continuation of the civilizational orientation.
These schools sought to reconcile the divergent views found
in Buddhist literature through an extended elaboration of
different levels of teaching. This is, of course, characteristic
of Buddhism as a civilizational religion, but the manner of
reconciliation reflects a style of harmonization that is distinc-
tively Chinese.

The increasing importance of Tantra in late Indian
Buddhism and the success of the Pure Land (Jingtu) and
Chan (Zen) schools in China during the Sui and Tang peri-
od (598-907) are further indications that the Buddhist tradi-
tion was becoming more local in self-definition. Chinese
Buddhism had a new independent spirit in contrast to the
earlier India-centered Buddhism. Moreover, the new move-
ments that emerged at that time seem to be the result of a
long development that took place apart from the major cos-
mopolitan centers. Far more than in the past, expressions of
Buddhism were being made at all levels of particular socie-
ties, and there was a new concern for the interrelation of
those levels within each society.

During the last centuries of the first millennium CE,
Buddhist civilization developed a new, somewhat indepen-
dent center in China that reached its peak during the Sui and
Tang dynasties. Thus, when Buddhist texts and images were
introduced into Japan during the sixth century they were
presented and appropriated as part and parcel of Chinese cul-
ture. The new religion gained support from the prince re-
gent, Shotoku Taishi, who wanted to model his rule after
that of the Buddhist-oriented Sui dynasty. Chinese Buddhist
schools such as Huayan (Jpn., Kegon) also prospered in the
Nara period in Japan (710-784) as Chinese cultural influ-

ence continued to flourish.

The two centers of Buddhist civilization, China and
India, also competed with each other, as can be seen in a situ-
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ation that developed in Tibet. Buddhism had been brought
to Tibet by King Sron bstan sgam po (d. 650), who estab-
lished the first stable state in the area. Buddhist texts were
translated into Tibetan from both Sanskrit and Chinese. A
later king, Khri sron lde btsan (755-797), officially adopted
Buddhism as the state religion and determined to resolve the
tension between Indian and Chinese influence. He spon-
sored the famous Council of Lhasa, in which a Chinese party
representing a Chan “sudden enlightenment” point of view
debated an Indian group that advocated a more gradualist
understanding of the Buddhist path. Both sides claimed vic-
tory, but the Indian tradition gained predominance and
eventually translations were permitted only from Sanskrit.

During the ninth and tenth centuries the two Buddhist
civilizational centers in India and China were themselves
subject to attack, both internally and externally. The combi-
nation of Hindu resurgence and Muslim invasions led to the
effective disappearance of the Buddhist community in India
by the thirteenth century. Repeated invasions by Uighurs
and Turkic peoples, as well as official persecutions and the
revival of the Confucian tradition, resulted in a decisive
weakening of institutional Buddhism in China.

The processes of acculturation that had first become evi-
dent in the sixth century in India and China repeated them-
selves beginning in the tenth century in Japan, Korea, Tibet,
Sri Lanka, and Southeast Asia. In each of these areas distinct
cultural forms of Buddhism evolved. There was a reorganiza-
tion of the Buddhist community with an increased emphasis
on the bonds between elite and ordinary Buddhists in each
particular area. There was a renewed interest in efficacious
forms of Buddhist practice and the Buddhist schools that
preserved and encouraged such practice. Within each area
there was a development of Buddhist symbols and rituals
that became representative of distinct Buddhist cultures, par-
ticularly at the popular level.

In Central Asia the Buddhist community had no success
in surviving the Muslim expansion. Buddhism had some
limited success in India during the last centuries of the first
millennium. It benefited from extensive royal and popular
support in northeastern India under the Pala dynasty from
the eighth to the twelfth century, but Hindu philosophy and
theistic (bhakti) movements were aggressive critics of Bud-
dhism. Hardly any distinct Buddhist presence continued in
India after the last of the great monasteries were destroyed
by the Muslims. In China there was more success, although
the Confucian and Daoist traditions were powerful rivals. As
a result of persecutions in the ninth century, Buddhism lost
its distinctively civilizational role, but it continued as a major
component of Chinese religion, becoming increasingly syn-
thesized with other native traditions. In Sri Lanka, Southeast
Asia (except for Indonesia and the Malay Peninsula, where
Buddhism suffered the same fate that it suffered in India),
Japan, Korea, and Tibet (from whence it eventually spread
to Mongolia), areas where Buddhism did not have to com-
pete with strongly organized indigenous traditions, it was
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successful in establishing itself as the dominant religious tra-
dition. The religious creativity of these areas, once the pe-
riphery of the Buddhist world, resulted in a Buddhist “axial

age” that dramatically transformed the tradition as a whole.

Monastic order, royal order, and popular Buddhism.
The transformation of Buddhism from a civilizational reli-
gion to a cultural religion depended on a fundamental re-
alignment in the structure of the Buddhist community. As
a civilizational religion, Buddhist community life had come
to include a largely monastic elite that traveled extensively,
was multilingual, and operated at the civilizational level; an
imperial elite made up of monks and laypersons associated
more closely with royal courts and related aristocracies; and
a less exalted company of ordinary monks and laypersons liv-
ing not only in urban areas but in the countryside as well.
In Buddhism’s zenith as a civilizational religion the central
organizing relationship was that between the largely monas-
tic civilizational elite and the imperial elites, consisting of
kings, queens, and other high-placed members of the laity
on the one hand, and the monks whom they supported on
the other. The ordinary members of the laity and the less ex-
alted monks played a role, of course, but in most areas at
most periods of time they seem to have been somewhat dis-
tanced from the mainstream of Buddhist community life.
With the transformation of Buddhism into a cultural reli-
gion, however, this situation was drastically altered.

One aspect of this transformation was major changes
that took place at three different levels: monastic, imperial,
and popular. The demise of the monastic network through
which the civilizational aspect of Buddhism had been sup-
ported and maintained was decisive. To be sure, there were
elements of the monastic community that never lost their in-
ternational vision, and travel and exchanges between specific
cultural areas was never totally absent, particularly between
China and Japan, China and Tibet, and Sri Lanka and main-
land Southeast Asia. Nevertheless, it would be difficult to
speak of a pan-Asian Buddhist elite after the ninth or tenth
century.

The pattern at the imperial level was altered by the loss
of monastic power and influence coupled with increased
state control in monastic affairs. During the period that Bud-
dhism was an effective civilizational religion its great
monasteries functioned practically as “states within the
state.” Monasteries commanded extensive resources of land
and labor and were often actively involved in commercial en-
terprises. This public splendor made the monasteries inviting
targets, especially after their usefulness as civilizational cen-
ters had declined. If the monasteries were not simply de-
stroyed, as they were in India and Central Asia, they were
often deprived of their resources, as occurred at one time or
another in virtually every Buddhist area. With the decline of
monastic influence at the imperial level, the control of the
state over monastic affairs inevitably increased. In China and
Japan, and to a lesser extent in Korea and Vietnam, state con-
trol became thoroughly bureaucratized. In Sri Lanka and the
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Theravada areas of Southeast Asia, state control was imple-
mented more indirectly and with considerably less efficiency
by royal “purifications” of the sangha. Specific local condi-
tions in Tibet led to a unique situation in which monastic
and royal functions became so tightly interlocked that they
were often completely fused.

The demise of the international Buddhist elite and the
weakening of the large and powerful establishments were
counterbalanced by a strengthening of Buddhist life at the
grass-roots level. Smaller, local institutions that for a long
time had coexisted with the great monasteries took on new
importance as focal points in Buddhist community life. For
example, smaller so-called merit cloisters (kung-te yiian) sup-
ported by wealthy laymen were significant components in
the development and life of Chinese Buddhism. In Sri Lanka
and Southeast Asia the emergence of cultural Buddhism was
closely associated with monks who were called gamavasins
(village dwellers) and who strengthened Buddhist influence
among the people in the major cities and in the more distant
provinces as well. In contrast to civilizational Buddhism, in
which the crucial structural alignment was that between the
civilizational elite and the monks and laity at the imperial
level, the crucial structural alignment in cultural Buddhism
was between the monks and laity of the imperial or state
elites, who were located primarily in the capital cities, and
the ordinary people who inhabited local monasteries and vil-
lages.

The preeminence of practice. The era of comprehen-
sive Buddhist philosophizing and the formulation of original
systems of thought came to an end, for the most part, with
the demise of Buddhism as a civilizational religion. There
continued to be philosophical innovations, and some of the
great systems that were already formulated were adjusted to
meet new circumstances. However, the real creativity of
Buddhism as a cultural religion came to the fore in schools
and movements that emphasized efficacious modes of Bud-
dhist practice.

A major component in the development of various Bud-
dhist cultures is the ascendancy of schools or movements that
combined a strong emphasis on the importance of discipline
(particularly although not exclusively the monastic disci-
pline) with an accompanying emphasis on meditation. In
China and Japan, Chan and Zen, with their emphasis on
firm discipline and meditative practices such as “just sitting”
and the contemplation of kung-an (Jpn., kéoan; enigmatic
verses), are representative of this kind of Buddhist tradition.
These were the schools that became more prominent as
Mahayana Buddhism emerged as a cultural religion in East
Asia, and they continued to exert influence on the various
East Asian political and aesthetic elites from that time for-
ward. The Aranfikas, or “forest-dwelling monks,” represent-
ed an analogous orientation and played a similar role in Sri
Lanka and subsequently in Southeast Asia. The Arafifiikas
appeared on the Sri Lankan scene in the ninth and tenth cen-
turies as a group of monks who had chosen to withdraw from

the wealthy monasteries of the capital, to adopt a strictly dis-
ciplined mode of life, and to devote themselves to study and/
or meditation. In the twelfth century the Aranfikas led a
major reform in Sri Lanka and in subsequent centuries they
extended their reform movement throughout the Theravada
world, which included not only Sri Lanka but also Burma,
Thailand, Cambodia, and Laos. The Araffikas in the
Theravada world, like the Chan and Zen practitioners in
East Asia, were closely affiliated with the elite segments of
the various societies in which they were active. A similar kind
of emphasis was placed on discipline, study, and meditation
in Tibet, where the Vajrayana tradition was established by
Atiéa, the monk who in the eleventh century inaugurated the
“second introduction” of Buddhism into the country. In the
fifteenth century another infusion of discipline-oriented re-
form was provided by reformers who established the Dge
lugs pa, the so-called Yellow Hats, which became the preemi-
nent Tibetan (and Mongolian) school subsequently headed
by the well-known line of Dalai Lamas.

Each expression of Buddhism as a cultural religion gen-
erated, as a kind of counterpoint to its more elitist, disci-
pline-oriented schools and movements, other schools and
movements that focused on more populist forms of devo-
tional or Esoteric (Tantric) practice. In the East Asian
Mahayana areas the most important development was the in-
creasing prominence of the Pure Land schools in the early
centuries of the second millennium CE. The Chinese Pure
Land schools remained in close symbiosis with the practi-
tioners of Chan and retained a relatively traditional mode of
monastic practice. Their Japanese counterparts, however, be-
came more differentiated and considerably more innovative.
During the Kamakura period (1185-1333) a number of
new, distinctively Japanese Pure Land and related schools
were founded by charismatic leaders such as Honen, Shin-
ran, and Nichiren; these schools took on a distinctively Japa-
nese cast. For Nichiren, the Pure Land was Japan itself.

Although less important than Pure Land and related
kinds of devotion, Esoteric or Tantric modes of religion also
were a significant part of cultural Buddhism in East Asia. In
China the Esoteric elements were closely related to influences
from the Vajrayana tradition in Tibet as well as interactions
with forms of indigenous Daoism. In Japan more sophisti-
cated Esoteric elements persisted in the Tendai (Chin.,
Tiantai) and Shingon schools, while more rustic and indige-
nous elements were prominent in groups that were integrat-
ed into these schools, for example, the Shigendd community
that was made up of mountain ascetics known as yamabushi.

In Sri Lanka in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries (the
period of Honen, Shinran, and Nichiren in Japan) devotion-
al religion also seems to have been influential in the Buddhist
community, generating new genres of Buddhist literature
that were written primarily in Sinhala rather than Pali. Al-
though no specifically devotional “schools” were formed, a
whole new devotional component was incorporated into the
Theravada tradition and subsequently diffused to the
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Theravada cultures in Southeast Asia. Similarly, there were,
as far as we know, no “schools” that were specifically Esoteric
or Tantric in character. However, there is some evidence that
indicates that Esoteric elements played a very significant role
in each of the premodern Theravada cultures. This kind of
influence seems to have been particularly strong in northern
Burma, northern Thailand, Laos, and Cambodia.

In Tibet and Mongolia, as one would expect given their
Vajrayana ethos, the primary counterpoints to the more dis-
cipline-oriented traditions were the schools, such as the
Rnying ma pa and Bka’ brgyud pa, that emphasized the per-
formance of Esoteric and Tantric rituals in order to achieve
worldly benefits and to proceed along a “fast path” to salva-
tion. However, just as in the other Buddhist cultures devo-
tion was supplemented by recourse to Esoteric and Tantric
techniques, so in Tibet and Mongolia Esoteric and Tantric
techniques were supplemented by the practice of devotion.

Another important component of Buddhism as a cul-
tural religion was the mitigation, in some circles at least, of
traditional distinctions between monks and laity. This trend
was least evident in the more discipline-oriented contexts,
but even here there was some movement in this direction.
For example, in the Chan and Zen monasteries, monks, rath-
er than being prohibited from engaging in productive work
as the Vinaya had stipulated, were actually required to work.
In the Pure Land schools in Japan, and in some of the Esoter-
ic schools in Japan and Tibet, it became permissible and
common for clergy to marry and have families. Also, certain
kinds of monastic/lay and purely lay associations played im-
portant roles in China and Japan. These included both
straightforward religious associations devoted to the various
Buddhist causes, and, particularly in China, a number of se-
cret societies and messianically oriented groups. Even in Sri
Lanka and Southeast Asia tendencies toward the laicization
of the monastic order can from time to time be observed, but
in these strongly Theravada areas the process was always
thwarted by royal intervention before the innovations could
take root.

The pervasiveness of ritual. Alongside the particular
schools and movements that characterized Buddhism as a
cultural religion there were also modes of Buddhist practice
that, although influenced by those schools and movements,
were more pervasively involved in Buddhist cultures as such.
Pilgrimage was in the forefront of these practices.

Virtually every instance of Buddhism as a cultural reli-
gion had its own particular patterns of Buddhist pilgrimage.
In many cases these pilgrimage patterns were a major factor
in maintaining the specificity of particular, often overlap-
ping, religious and cultural complexes. In some contexts
these pilgrimage patterns delimited Buddhist cultural com-
plexes that supported and were supported by particular polit-
ical kingdoms. An example of this situation was the Sinhala
pattern, in which there were sixteen major sites systematically
distributed throughout all of Sri Lanka. In other situations,
for example in Southeastern Asia, these patterns often delim-
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ited Buddhist cultural complexes that cut across political di-
visions.

Many of the sites that were the goals of major Buddhist
pilgrimages were mountain peaks or other places that had
been sacred from before the introduction of Buddhism and
continued to have sacred associations in other traditions that
coexisted with Buddhism. Through pilgrimage practices at
these sites Buddhism assimilated various deities and practices
associated with local religious traditions. At the same time,
of course, the Buddhist presence imbued those deities and
practices with Buddhist connotations. In Japan, Buddhas
and bodhisattvas became virtually identified in many situa-
tions with indigenous kami (divine spirits). In China great
bodbisattvas Ksitigarbha, Mafijuéri, and
Avalokite$vara became denizens of sacred mountains that
were popular pilgrimage sites, and in those pilgrimage con-
texts underwent a thoroughgoing process of sinicization.
Stapas, footprints, and other Buddhist objects of pilgrimage
in Southeast Asia became, for many who venerated them,
representations in which the Buddha was closely associated
with indigenous spirits (e.g., 7ats in Burma, phiin Thailand,
etc.) who served as the local guardians or protectors of Bud-
dhist institutions.

such as

Wherever Buddhism developed as a cultural religion it
penetrated not only the sacred topography of the area but
also the cycle of calendric rites. In China, for example, the
annual cycle of Buddhist ritual activities included festivals
honoring various Buddhas and bodhisattvas, festivals dedicat-
ed to significant figures from Chinese Buddhist history, a
great vegetarian feast, and a very important “All Soul’s” festi-
val in which the Chinese virtue of filial piety was expressed
through offerings intended to aid one’s ancestors. While
these rituals themselves involved much that was distinctively
Chinese, they were interspersed with other festivals, both
Confucian and Daoist, and were supplemented by other,
lesser rituals associated with daily life that involved an even
greater integration with non-Buddhist elements. In Sri
Lanka the Buddhist ritual calendar included festivals honor-
ing events of the Buddha’s life; a festival that celebrated the
coming of Mahinda, A$oka’s missionary son, to establish
Buddhism in Sri Lanka; a festival in the capital honoring the
Buddha relic that served as the palladium of the kingdom;
and the monastic-centered kathin (Pali, kathina; giving of
robes) ceremony that marked the end of the rainy season.
These Buddhist rituals were interspersed with non-Buddhist
celebrations that were, in this case, largely Hindu. These
large-scale rituals were supplemented by more episodic and
specialized rites that involved an even wider variety of indige-
nous elements such as offerings to local spirits. In the Tibet-
an cultural area the Buddhist calendar encompassed great fes-
tivals sponsored by monasteries in which the introduction of
Buddhism to Tibet was celebrated as the Buddhist defeat of
indigenous demons, as well as festivals honoring Buddhist
deities (e.g., Tara) and Tibetan Buddhist heroes (e.g., Pad-
masambhava). The Tibetan Buddhist calendar also included
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other large- and small-scale rituals in which Buddhist and in-
digenous shamanistic elements were combined.

Buddhism in its various cultural expressions also be-
came associated with life cycle rites, especially those of the
male initiation into adulthood and those associated with
death. The Buddhist involvement in male initiation rites was
limited primarily to Southeast Asia. In many Buddhist coun-
tries children and young men were educated in the monaste-
ries, but only in Southeast Asia did temporary initiation into
the order, either as a novice (as in Burma) or at a later age
as a full-fledged monk (as in central Thailand), become a cul-
turally accepted necessity for the attainment of male adult-
hood. Buddhist involvement in funerary rituals was, on the
other hand, a phenomenon that appeared again and again
all across Asia. For example, in the Theravada countries
where Buddhism has been the dominant cultural religion
elaborate cremations patterned after the ceremony reportedly
performed for the Buddha himself have become the rule for
members of the royal and monastic elites. Simpler ceremo-
nies, based on the same basic model, were the norm for those
of lesser accomplishment or status. Even in cultures where
Buddhism coexisted with other major religions on a more or
less equal basis, Buddhists have been the preferred officiants
in the funerary context. The prime example is China, where
Buddhists developed elaborate masses for the dead that were
widely used throughout the whole of society. Originally in-
troduced into China by the now defunct Zhenyan
(Vajrayana) school, these masses for the dead were adapted
to their new Chinese environment and became an integral
component of Chinese Buddhist culture.

All across Asia Buddhism expressed itself as a cultural
religion through different kinds of ritual at different levels
of society. It was through these ritual forms, more than in
any other way, that it became an integral component in the
life of different Asian peoples, molding cultures in accor-
dance with its values and being itself molded in the process.
Once Buddhism became established as a cultural religion, it
was these rituals that enabled it to maintain its position and
influence, and to do so century after century on into the
modern era.

BUDDHISM IN THE MODERN WORLD. The beginnings of
European mercantilism and imperialism in the sixteenth cen-
tury initiated a chain of events that continue to stimulate and
to threaten the Buddhist community in its parts and as a
whole. Traditional social and economic patterns on which
the various Buddhist cultures depended were disrupted and
eventually displaced by new patterns. These new patterns in-
extricably linked individual Buddhist societies to a global
community and especially to the West. As a result, all of the
profound transformations that have occurred in European
civilization in the last three centuries, the advent of rational-
ism, scientific materialism, nationalism, relativism, technolo-
gy, democracy, and communism, have challenged Buddhists
in Asia just as they have challenged religious men and women
in Europe and the Americas.

The modern encounter of cultures and civilizations has
not been monolithic. Three stages can be identified in Bud-
dhist Asia. The first was the arrival of missionaries with trad-
ers in various parts of Asia. These missionaries came to con-
vert and instruct, and they brought printing presses and
schools as well as Bibles and catechisms. There was a mis-
sionary onslaught on Asian religious traditions, including
Buddhism, in Sri Lanka, Southeast Asia, China, and Japan.
This onslaught was sometimes physically violent, as in the
Portuguese destruction of Buddhist temples and relics in Sri
Lanka, but for the most part it was an ideological assault. A
second stage was more strictly colonial, as some European
powers gained control over many different areas of the Bud-
dhist world. Some Buddhist countries, such as Sri Lanka,
Burma, and the Indochinese states, were fully colonized
while others, such as Thailand, China, and Japan, were sub-
jected to strong colonial influences. In virtually every situa-
tion (Tibet was a notable exception), the symbiotic relation-
ship between the political order and the monastic order was
disrupted, with adverse effects for Buddhist institutions.

The twentieth-century acceptance of Western political
and economic ideologies, whether democratic capitalism or
communism, represents a third stage. Buddhists in China,
Mongolia, Tibet, and parts of Korea and Southeast Asia now
live in communist societies, and the future of Buddhist com-
munities in these areas looks bleak. Capitalism has been
dominant in Japan, South Korea, Sri Lanka, and parts of
Southeast Asia (Thailand being the prime example), and
greater possibilities for the Buddhist tradition are presumed
to exist in these areas. But capitalism, as well as communism,
has undercut the claim that Buddhist thought and values are
of central significance for contemporary life. Buddhist mon-
uments and institutions are in many cases treated as museum
pieces, while Buddhist beliefs are often banished to the
sphere of individual opinion. In many situations Buddhism
is deplored as backward and superstitious, and is for that rea-
son criticized or ignored. As Edward Conze noted in his A4
Short History of Buddhism (London, 1980), “One may well
doubt whether capitalism has been any more kind to Bud-
dhism than communism” (p. 129).

Despite the difficulties that Buddhists have faced, they
have responded creatively to the turmoil of recent history.
They have engaged in many efforts to adapt to their chang-
ing environment, just as they have done repeatedly in the
past. Thus far, however, they have drawn on their traditional
heritage for suitable models, and their varied responses can
thus be grouped as cultural, civilizational, and sectarian.

Cultural responses. The initial responses to European
civilization were cultural in character, and often reactionary.
Some Buddhist kingdoms, after an initial exposure to ele-
ments of European civilization, attempted to isolate them-
selves as a way of preserving their cultural identity. This was
done in Japan, Korea, and Tibet, and was attempted in
China. In other cases, Buddhist revivals were inspired by the
missionary challenges. In Sri Lanka and China, Buddhist in-
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tellectuals responded to the efforts of Christian missionaries
to criticize Buddhism with their own spirited apologetics.
These intellectuals readily adopted the methods and instru-
ments of the Christian missionary, the printing press and the
school, as well as his militancy, to promote the Buddhist
cause. Some processes that began in the period of Buddhist
culture, especially the mitigation of distinctions between
monks and laity, were also stimulated by these innovations.
Modern technology, such as improved modes of transporta-
tion, also made it easier for more people to engage in tradi-
tional practices like pilgrimage.

The Buddhist revivals often were inspired by cultural
loyalism. To choose Buddhism as one’s religious identity in
the face of the Christian challenge also meant that one was
choosing to be Sinhala, Thai, or Chinese. It was an emphatic
denial that things Chinese, for example, were inferior, even
if this was suggested by the power and prestige of Christiani-
ty and European civilization.

The association between Buddhism and cultural loyal-
ism has been strongest in Sri Lanka and Southeast Asia. Bud-
dhists, both laity and monks, were actively involved in the
local independence movements. In these contexts Buddhism
has been given a sharply defined nationalistic character by
drawing on both the heritage of indigenous Buddhist culture
and the example of A§oka’s imperial religion. Buddhism has
been used as an instrument for national integration in post-
colonial politics and elements of Buddhism have been appro-
priated by emerging civic religions in Sri Lanka, Burma, and

Thailand.

The colonial disestablishment of Buddhism in Sri Lanka
and Southeast Asia, and its analogues in Qing-dynasty China
and Meiji Japan, altered again the lay-monk relationship and
encouraged the emergence of an active lay leadership.
Monasteries, deprived of government maintenance and gen-
erally without sufficient resources of their own, found it nec-
essary to cultivate the support of local patrons. A larger num-
ber of people from various economic and social levels thus
became actively involved in religious affairs focusing on the
monasteries. This, of course, often led to controversy, with
further segmentation of the monastic communities resulting.
It also created an environment in which laity and monks
could come together in new kinds of associations, much as
had happened in the development of Buddhist cultures.
Some of the strikingly successful “new religions” of Japan
and Korea, such as Reiytkai (Association of the Friends of
the Spirit) and Won Buddhism, are products of this envi-
ronment.

The disestablishment of Buddhism also encouraged the
development of an active lay leadership among the new
urban elites who were most influenced by European civiliza-
tion. These elites introduced “reformed” interpretations of
elements of the Buddhist tradition in order to bring those
elements into harmony with the expectations of European
civilization. Modern reformers’ interpretations of the Bud-
dha’s biography have emphasized his humanity and his ratio-
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nal approach to the problem of human suffering. Some mod-
ernists have sought to relate Buddhist thought to Western
philosophical perspectives and also to scientific patterns.
Many Buddhist reformers have stressed the relevance of Bud-
dhist teachings to social and ethical issues.

Civilizational responses. The encounter between Eu-
ropean civilization and Buddhist cultures encouraged a new
awareness among Buddhists of their common heritage. New
contacts among Buddhists began on a significant scale, and,
as a result, there was also a renewed sense of Buddhism as
a civilizational religion.

This sense that Buddhism could again be a civilizational
standard that could encompass the conflicting ideologies
present in modern Asia and the world had great appeal to
the new urban elites. In many countries Buddhist apologists
maintained that Buddhism could be the basis for a truly
democratic or socialist society and, as a nontheistic religion,
could be the basis for world peace and unity. Soka Gakkai
(Value Creation Society), a Japanese “new religion” stem-
ming from the Nichiren tradition, for example, presents an
understanding of Buddhism as the “Third Civilization,”
which can overcome the opposition of idealism and material-
ism in thought and, when applied to the economy, can bring
about a synthesis of capitalism and socialism.

New missionary efforts to Asian countries such as India,
Indonesia, and Nepal, where Buddhist influence had waned,
and to the West have been encouraged by this view of Bud-
dhism as “the supreme civilization” and the antidote to the
spiritual malaise generated by European civilization.

Sectarian developments. New sectarian developments
in the modern period have resulted from the expansion of
Buddhism, through missionary work, and from Buddhist
losses that have occurred through the encounter with Euro-
pean civilization. These developments are evidence that the
idea of a new Buddhist civilization remains, as yet, more an
aspiration than a reality.

Sectarian developments resulting from expansion can be
seen in the establishment of Buddhism in the West, which
has been accomplished at a certain distance from the main-
stream communities, whether among immigrant groups or
among intellectuals and spiritual seekers disaffected by West-
ern cultures and religious traditions. Another sectarian devel-
opment resulting from expansion is the neo-Buddhist move-
ment among harijans, or scheduled castes, in India, led by

B. R. Ambedkar.

A resurgence of sectarian patterns, resulting from Bud-
dhist losses, can be seen in totalitarian communist areas.
These developments tend to be pragmatic and defensive in
character. Buddhists have attempted to isolate their commu-
nity from the mainstream of communist society and thus
avoid criticism and attack, but these efforts have rarely been
successful. Sectarian isolation, however, has often been en-
forced by new communist governments as a way of weaken-
ing and discrediting Buddhist influence. Through a combi-
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nation of criticism of Buddhist teaching by communist
ideology and the radical disestablishment of Buddhist
monasteries, communist governments have been able to di-
vest Buddhist leaders and institutions of their cultural power
and influence very quickly. This has occurred in the Soviet
Union, Mongolia, North Korea, Vietnam, and with special
ferocity in Cambodia (Kampuchea) and Tibet.

The Tibetan experience provides a tragic example of a
new sectarian development in Buddhism. Buddhist institu-
tions and leaders have been subject to a brutal attack as part
of the effort to incorporate Tibet into the People’s Republic
of China. This has often taken the form of sinicization, with
Buddhism being attacked because of its central place in tradi-
tional Tibetan culture. Following the Chinese invasion of
1959, thousands of Tibetans, including the Dalai Lama, fled
the country. They have established refugee communities in
North America, Europe, and India, where they are trying to
preserve the heritage of Tibetan Buddhist culture.

Finally, the growth of millenarian movements among
Buddhists in the modern period, especially in Burma, Thai-
land, and Vietnam, may be described as sectarian develop-
ments resulting from Buddhist losses. Like so much else of
Buddhism in the modern period, Buddhist millenarian
movements were transitory responses to crises of power and
interpretation within the Buddhist community.

CONCLUSION. Buddhism as a whole has not yet developed
a distinctive character in the modern period. On the con-
trary, there is a great deal of continuity between the historical
development of Buddhism and the current responses and in-
novations. Thus the sectarian, civilizational, and cultural pat-
terns continue to exert a predominant influence in the evolu-
tion of Buddhist tradition.

At the same time, we can see that Buddhism, like other
world religions, participates in a modern religious situation
that is, in many respects, radically new. Buddhism has thus
come to share certain modern elements with other contem-
porary religions. We can see such elements in the search for
new modes of religious symbolism, as is found in the writings
of the Thai monk Buddhadasa and the Japanese Kyoto
school of Buddhist philosophy. We can also see these com-
mon elements in the preoccupation with the human world
and this-worldly soteriology that is emerging in many Bud-
dhist contexts. A modern Sinhala Buddhist, D. Wijewar-
dena, expressed this attitude in a polemical tract, 7he Revolt
in the Temple (Colombo, 1953), by saying that Buddhists
must pursue “not a will-o’-the-wisp Nirvana secluded in the
cells of their monasteries, but a Nirvana attained here and
now by a life of self-forgetful activity . . . [so that] they
would live in closer touch with humanity, would better un-
derstand and sympathize with human difficulties” (p. 586).

This diversity, representing both tradition and present
situation, reminds those of us who would study and under-
stand Buddhism and Buddhists that, in the end, the decisive
meaning of our concept of Buddhism must be that of cumu-

lative tradition. Our concept must remain open-ended to
allow for future transformations of the Buddhist tradition for
as long as men and women associate their lives with the name

of Buddha.

SEE ALSO Alaya-vijiiana; Ambedkar, B. R; Amitabha; Arhat;
Asoka; Atisa; Avalokite$vara; Bhaisajyaguru; Bodhisattva
Path; Buddha; Buddhaghosa; Buddhas and Bodhisattvas, ar-
ticle on Celestial Buddhas and Bodhisattvas; Buddhism,
Schools of, article on Mahayana Philosophical Schools of
Buddhism; Buddhist Books and Texts; Buddhist Ethics;
Buddhist Meditation; Buddhist Philosophy; Buddhist Reli-
gious Year; Cakravartin; Chan; Chinese Religion, overview
article; Confucianism; Cosmology, article on Buddhist Cos-
mology; Councils, article on Buddhist Councils; Dalai
Lama; Dge lugs pa; Dharma, article on Buddhist Dharma
and Dharmas; Dutthagamani; Eightfold Path; Faxian; Folk
Religion, article on Folk Buddhism; Four Noble Truths;
Honen; Huayan; Iconography, article on Buddhist Iconog-
raphy; Indian Religions, overview article; Islam, article on
Islam in Central Asia; Japanese Religions, overview article;
Jingtu; Jodo Shinshi; Jodoshi; Kamalasila; Karman, article
on Buddhist Concepts; Kingship, article on Kingship in
East Asia; Korean Religion; Ksitigarbha; Language, article
on Buddhist Views of Language; Madhyamika;
Mahasamghika; Mahasiddhas; Maitreya; Mafjusri; Merit,
article on Buddhist Concepts; Millenarianism, article on
Chinese Millenarian Movements; Missions, article on Bud-
dhist Missions; Monasticism, article on Buddhist Monasti-
cism; Mongol Religions; Mountains; Nagarjuna; Nats; New
Religious Movements, article on New Religious Movements
in Japan; Nichiren; Nichirenshii; Nirvana; Padmasambhava;
Pilgrimage, article on Buddhist Pilgrimage in South and
Southeast Asia; Pratitya-samutpada; Priesthood, article on
Buddhist Priesthood; Paja, article on Buddhist Paja; Pure
and Impure Lands; Reiyukai Kyodan; Samgha, overview ar-
ticle and articles on Samgha and Society; Sarvastivada;
Sautrantika; Shingonsha; Shinran; Shotoku Taishi;
Shiigendd; Soka Gakkai; Soteriology; Soul, article on Bud-
dhist Concepts; Southeast Asian Religions, article on Main-
land Cultures; Stupa Worship; Sﬁnyam and Sﬁnyat;i; Tara;
Tathagata; Tathagata-garbha; Temple, articles on Buddhist
Temple Compounds; Tendaisha; Theravada; Tiantai; Tibet-
an Religions, overview article; Turkic Religions; Vasuband-
hu; Vinaya; Worship and Devotional Life, articles on Bud-
dhist Devotional Life; Xuanzang; Yijing; Yogacara; Zen;
Zhenyan.

BIBLIOGRAPHY

“A Brief History of Buddhist Studies in Europe and America” is
provided by J. W. de Jong in two successive issues of Eastern
Buddpist, n. s. 7 (May and October 1974): 55-106 and 49—
82, which he has brought up to date in his “Recent Buddhist
Studies in Europe and America 1973-1983,” which ap-
peared in the same journal, vol. 17 (Spring 1984): 79-107.
One of the few books that treats a significant theme within
this fascinating scholarly tradition is G. R. Welbon’s 7he
Buddpist Nirvana and irs Western Interpreters (Chicago,
1968).

ENCYCLOPEDIA OF RELIGION, SECOND EDITION



Among the book-length introductory surveys of Buddhism, the

second edition of Richard H. Robinson and Willard L. John-
son’s The Buddhist Religion (Encino, Calif., 1977) is, overall,
the most satisfactory. The only modern attempt to present
a full-scale historical survey by a single author is to be found
in the Buddhism sections of Charles Eliot’s three-volume
work Hinduism and Buddhism, 3d ed. (London, 1957), taken
together with his Japanese Buddhism (1935; reprint, New
York, 1959). Although these books are seriously dated (they
were first published in 1921 and 1935, respectively), they
still provide a valuable resource. Five other important works
that attempt cross-cultural presentations of a particular as-
pect of Buddhism are Junjird Takakusu’s The Essentials of
Buddhist Philosophy, 3d ed., edited by Wing-tsit Chan and
Charles A. Moore (Honolulu, 1956); Paul Mus’s wide-
ranging Barabudur: Esquisse d’une histoire du bouddhisme
fondée sur la critique archéologique des textes, 2 vols. (Hanoi,
1935); Robert Bleichsteiner’s Die gelbe Kirche (Vienna,
1937), which was translated into French and published as
L’église jaune (Paris, 1937); W. Randolph Kloetzli’s Buddhist
Cosmology (Delhi, 1983); and David L. Snellgrove’s edited
collection The Image of the Buddha (London, 1978).

Many of the most important studies of the early, sectarian phase

of Buddhism in India extend their discussions to the later
phases of Indian Buddhism as well. This is true, for example,
of Sukumar Dutt’s Buddhist Monks and Monasteries of India
(London, 1962) and of Edward Conze’s Buddhist Thought in
India (Ann Arbor, 1967). For those interested in Buddhist
doctrines, Conze’s book may be supplemented by David J.
Kalupahana's Causality: The Central Philosophy of Buddhism
(Honolulu, 1975), which focuses on sectarian Buddhism,
and Fredrick J. Streng’s Emptiness: A Study in Religious Mean-
ing (New York, 1967), which examines the work of the fa-
mous early Mahayana philosopher Nagarjuna.

A historical account that is focused more exclusively on the sectari-

an period and the transition to civilizational Buddhism is
provided by Etienne Lamotte in his authoritative Histoire du
bouddhisme indien: Des origines d ['ére Saka (Louvain, 1958).
A somewhat different perspective on the same process of de-
velopment is accessible in three closely related works that can
profitably be read in series: Frank E. Reynolds’s title essay in
The Two Wheels of Dhamma, edited by Frank E. Reynolds
and Bardwell L. Smith, “AAR Studies in Religion,” no. 3
(Chambersburg, Pa., 1972); John C. Hol¢’s Discipline: The
Canonical Buddhism of the Vinayapitaka (Delhi, 1981); and
John Strong’s The Legend of King Asoka: A Study and Trans-
lation of the Afokivadina (Princeton, 1983).

Good books that treat Buddhism as an international civilization

are hard to come by. Three that provide some assistance to
those interested in the topic are Trevor O. Ling’s The Bud-
dha: Buddhist Civilization in India and Ceylon (London,
1973); Erik Ziircher’s The Buddhist Conquest of China: The
Spread and Adaptation of Buddhism in Early Medieval China,
2 vols. (Leiden; 1959); and René Grousset's [n the Footsteps
of the Buddha, translated by J. A. Underwood (New York,
1971). Works that focus on the process of acculturation of
Buddhism in various contexts include Hajime Nakamura’s

BUDDHISM: BUDDHISM IN INDIA 1101

lation (Tokyo and Rutland, Vt., 1969); and Kenneth Chen’s
The Chinese Transformation of Buddhism (Princeton, 1973).

Studies of particular Buddhist cultures are legion. Some valuable

studies focus on Buddhism in the context of the whole range
of religions that were present in a particular area. Good ex-
amples are Giuseppe Tucci’s The Religions of Tibet, translated
by Geoffrey Samuel (Berkeley, 1980), and Joseph M. Kita-
gawa’s Religion in Japanese History (New York, 1966). Other
treatments of particular Buddhist cultures trace the Buddhist
tradition in question from its introduction into the area
through the period of acculturation and, in some cases, on
into modern times. Two examples are Religion and Legitima-
tion of Power in Sri Lanka, edited by Bardwell L. Smith
(Chambersburg, Pa., 1978), and Kenneth Chen’s compre-
hensive Buddpism in China (Princeton, 1964). Finally, some
interpretations of particular Buddhist cultures focus more
narrowly on a specific period or theme. See, for example, Lal
Mani Joshi’s Studies in the Buddbistic Culture of India (Delhi,
1967), which deals primarily with Buddhist culture in
Northeast India during the seventh and eighth centuries;
Daniel Overmyer’s Folk Buddpist Religion: Dissenting Sects in
Late Traditional China (Cambridge, Mass., 1976); and Wil-
liam R. La Fleur’s The Karma of Words: Buddhism and the
Literary Arts in Medieval Japan (Berkeley, 1983).

There is also a myriad of books and articles that consider the de-

velopment of Buddhism in the modern period. The most ad-

equate overview of developments through the early 1970s is

provided in Buddhism in the Modern World, edited by Hein-

rich Dumoulin and John Maraldo (New York, 1976). In ad-

dition, there are two excellent trilogies on particular tradi-

tions. The first, by Holmes Welch, includes The Practice of
Chinese Buddbism, 1900—1950 (1967), The Buddpist Revival
in China (1968), and Buddhism under Mao (1972), all pub-

lished by the Harvard University Press. The second, by Stan-

ley J. Tambiah, includes Buddhism and the Spirit Cults in

North-East Thailand (1970), World Conqueror and World Re-

nouncer: A Study of Buddhism and Polity in Thailand against
a Historical Background (1976), and The Buddhist Saints of
the Forest and the Cult of Amulets (1984), all published by the

Cambridge University Press.

For those interested in pursuing the study of Buddhism in a cross-

cultural, thematic manner, Frank E. Reynolds’s Guide to the
Buddhist Religion (Boston, 1981), done with the assistance
of John Holt and John Strong, is a useful resource. It pro-
vides 350 pages of annotated bibliography of English,
French, and German materials (plus a preface and 65 pages
of index) organized in terms of eleven themes, including
“Historical Development,” “Religious Thought,” “Authori-
tative Texts,” “Popular Beliefs and Literature,” “Social, Polit-
ical and Economic Aspects,” “The Arts,” “Religious Practices
and Rituals,” and “Soteriological Experience and Processes:

Path and Goal.”

FrANK E. REYNOLDS (1987)
CHARLES HALLISEY (1987)

BUDDHISM: BUDDHISM IN INDIA

A contemporary visitor to the South Asian subcontinent
would find Buddhism flourishing only outside the mainland,

Ways of Thinking of Eastern Peoples, the revised English trans-
lation of which was edited by Philip P. Wiener (Honolulu,
1964); Alicia Matsunaga’s The Buddhist Philosophy of Assimi-
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on the island of Sri Lanka. This visitor would meet small
pockets of Buddhists in Bengal and in the Himalayan re-
gions, especially in Ladakh and Nepal, and as the dominant
group in Bhutan and Sikkim. Most of the latter Buddhists
belong to the Mahayana and Vajrayana forms of Buddhism
and represent denominations and orders of Tibetan and
Nepalese origin. Buddhists may also be found in the subcon-
tinent among Tibetan refugees (mostly in Himachal Pradesh
and Bangalore), among the Ambedkar Buddhists of Maha-
rashtra, and among pilgrims and missionaries flocking to the
sacred sites of India. The diversity of manifestations is not
new, but the specific forms are not representative of what In-
dian Buddhism was in the past.

ORIGINS. Approximately twenty-five hundred years ago the
founder of the Buddhist religion was born into the Sikya
tribe in a small aristocratic republic in the Himalayan foot-
hills, in what is today the kingdom of Nepal. In his youth
he descended to the Ganges River valley in search of spiritual
realization. After several years of study at the feet of spiritual
masters he underwent a profound religious experience that
changed his life; he became a teacher himself, and lived for
the rest of his adult life as a mendicant peripatetic. His wor-
Idview and personal preoccupations were shaped in the cul-
tural milieu of India of the sixth century BCE; the religious
communities that trace their origin to him developed their
most distinctive doctrines and practices in Indian soil.

Sources and setting. Unfortunately, we do not possess
reliable sources for most of the history of Buddhism in its
homeland; in particular, we have precious little to rely on for
its early history. Textual sources are late, dating at the very
least five hundred years after the death of the Buddha. The
archaeological evidence, abundant as it is, is limited in the
information it can give us. A few facts are nevertheless well
established. The roots of Indian Buddhism are to be found
in the “shramanic” movement of the sixth century BCE,
which owes the name to its model of religious perfection, the
Sramana, or wandering ascetic. The (ramanas set religious
goals that stood outside, and in direct opposition to, the reli-
gious and social order of the brdhmanas (brahmans), who
represented the Indo-Aryan establishment. Most of the val-
ues that would become characteristic of Indian, and therefore
Hindu, religion in general were shaped by the interaction of
these two groups, especially by a process of assimilation that
transformed the Brahmanic order into Hindu culture.

The appearance of two major shramanic religions, Bud-
dhism and Jainism, marked the end of the Vedic-Brahmanic
period and the beginning of an era of cross-fertilization be-
tween diverse strata of Indian culture. This new age, some-
times called the Indic period, was characterized by the domi-
nant role of “heterodox” or non-Hindu religious systems, the
flourishing of their ascetic and monastic orders, and the use
of the vernaculars in preference to Sanskrit.

We can surmise that this new age was a time of social
upheaval and political instabilicy. The use of iron had
changed radically the character of warfare and the nature of

farming. The jungle was cleared, farmland could support a
court bureaucracy, and palaces and city walls could be built.
A surplus economy was created that made possible large state
societies, with concentrated populations and resources, and
consequently with heightened political ambition.

The Buddha must have been touched directly by these
changes: shortly before his death the republic of the Sikyas
was sacked by the powerful kingdom of Koéala, which in
turn would shortly thereafter fall under the power of Magad-
ha. At the time of the Buddha sixteen independent states ex-
isted in north-central India, a century later only one empire
would rule in the region, and in another hundred years this
empire, Magadha, would control all of northern India and
most of the South. The unity of the empire was won at a
price: political and social systems based on family or tribal
order crumbled; the old gods lost their power.

As the old order crumbled, the brahmans claimed spe-
cial privileges that other groups were not always willing to
concede. Those who would not accept their leadership
sought spiritual and moral guidance among the Sramanas.
Although recent research has shown that the interaction be-
tween these two groups was more complex than we had pre-
viously imagined, it is still accepted that the shramanic
movement represented some of the groups displaced by the
economic and political changes of the day, and by the expan-
sion of Brahmanic power. The §ramanas, therefore, were
rebels of sorts. They challenged the values of lay life in gener-
al, but especially the caste system as it existed at the time.
Thus, what appeared as a lifestyle designed to lead to reli-
gious realization may have been at the same time the expres-
sion of social protest, or at least of social malaise.

The shramanic movement was fragmented: among the
shramanic groups, Buddhism’s main rival was Jainism, repre-
senting an ancient teaching whose origin dated to at least one
or two generations before the Buddha. A community of
mendicants reformed by Vardhamana Mahavira (d. around
468 BCE) shortly before the beginning of Buddha’s career,
Jainism represented the extremes of world denial and asceti-
cism that Buddhism sought to moderate with its doctrine of
the Middle Way. Buddhists also criticized in Jainism what
they saw as a mechanistic conception of moral responsibility
and liberation. Another school criticized by early Buddhists
was that of Makkhali Gosila, founder of the Ajivikas, who
also taught an extreme form of asceticism that was based,
strangely, on a fatalistic doctrine.

We have to understand the shramanic movements as in-
dependent systems and not as simple derivations or reforms
of Brahmanic doctrine and practice. One can find, neverthe-
less, certain elements common to all the movements of the
age: the Sramanas, called “wanderers” (parivrajakas), like the
forest dwellers of Brahmanism, retired from society. Some
sought an enstatic experience; some believed that particular
forms of conduct led to purity and liberation from suffering;
others sought power through knowledge (ritual or magical)
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or insight (contemplative or gnostic); but most systems con-
tained elements of all of these tendencies.

Among the religious values formed during the earlier
part of the Indic age, that is, during the shramanic period,
we must include, above all, the concept of the cycle and
bondage of rebirth (samsira) and the belief in the possibility
of liberation (moksa) from the cycle through ascetic disci-
pline, world renunciation, and a moral or ritual code that
gave a prominent place to abstaining from doing harm to liv-
ing beings (ahimsa). This ideal, like the quest for altered
states of consciousness, was not always separable from an-
cient notions of ritual purity and spiritual power. But among
the shramanic movements it sometimes took the form of a
moral virtue. Then it appeared as opposition to organized vi-
olence—rpolitical, as embodied in war, and religious, as ex-
pressed in animal sacrifice.

The primary evil force was no longer envisioned as a
spiritual personality, but as an impersonal moral law of cause
and effect (karman) whereby human actions created a state
of bondage and suffering. In their quest for a state of rest
from the activities of karman, whether the goal was defined
as enstasy or knowledge, the new religious specialists prac-
ticed a variety of techniques of self-cultivation usually known
as yogas. The sustained practice of this discipline was known
as a “path” (marga), and the goal was a state of peace and
freedom from passion and suffering called nirvana.

As a shramanic religion, Buddhism displayed similar
traits but gave to each of these its unique imprint. The con-
ception of rebirth and its evils were not questioned, but suf-
fering was universalized: all human conditions lead to suffer-
ing, suffering has a cause, and that cause is craving, or
“thirst” (¢rsnd). To achieve liberation from the cycle of re-
birth one must follow the spiritual discipline prescribed by
the Buddha, summarized in the Eightfold Path. The follower
of Buddhism was expected to renounce the lay life and be-
come a wandering ascetic, an ideal epitomized by the spiritu-
al career of the founder.

Most shramanic groups made provisions for their lay
supporters, essentially members of the community who by
circumstance or choice could not follow the wanderer’s path.
Buddhist laymen could begin moving in the right direc-
tion—with the hope of being able to renounce the world in
a future birth—by “taking refuge” ({arana-gamana), that is,
by making a confession of faith in the Buddha, his teachings,
and his monastic order, and by adopting five fundamental
moral precepts (paficasila): not to deprive a living thing of
life, not to take what is not given to you, not to engage in
illicit sexual conduct, not to lie, and not to take intoxicating

drinks.

The Three Jewels. Perhaps all we can say with certainty
about the roots of Buddhist doctrine and doctrinal continu-
ity in Buddhism is that the figure of the Buddha and his ex-
perience dominate most of Buddhist teachings. If we wish
to understand Buddhism as a doctrinal system, we can look
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at its oral and written ideology—including its scriptures—as
the effort of diverse Buddhist communities to explore and
define the general issues raised by the Buddha’s career. These
include questions such as the following: Does the Buddha
“exist” after liberation? Is the experience of awakening ineffa-
ble? Which of the two experiences, awakening or liberation,
is the fundamental one?

On the other hand, if we wish to understand Buddhism
as a religion rather than as a system of doctrines, its focus or
fulerum must be found in the religious communities and
their objects of veneration. The early community was repre-
sented primarily by the gathering of mendicants or monks
called the samgha, held together by ascetic or monastic codes
(pratimoksa) attributed to the Buddha himself, and by the
objects of worship represented by (1) the founder himself as
the “Awakened One” (buddha); (2) his exemplary and holy
life, his teachings and his experience (dharma); and (3) the
community (samgha) itself, sustained by the memory of his
personality and teaching. These objects of veneration are
known as the “Three Treasures” (triratna), and the believer’s
trust in these ideals is expressed, doctrinally and ritually, in
the “Three Refuges” (to rely on the Buddha, the Dharma,
and the Sangha). To this day, this formula serves at once as
an indication of the meaning of monastic ordination and a
lay confession of faith.

Buddha. No Western scholar today would claim to
know the exact details of the founder’s biography, or for that
matter the exact content of his teachings. The above is mere-
ly an educated guess based on formulations from a time re-
moved by several centuries from their origins. Scholars agree,
nevertheless, on the historicity of the founder. That is to say,
though they may doubt the accuracy of the information
transmitted in traditional “biographies” (beginning with his
personal name, Siddhartha Gautama) or in legends about the
Buddha’s sermons, Western scholars accept the existence of
an influential religious figure, called Sikyamuni (“the sage
of the Sikya tribe”) by his disciples, who at some point in
the sixth century BCE founded in the Ganges River valley the
community of wandering mendicants that would eventually
grow into the world religion we now call Buddhism.

Scholars generally tend to accept the years 563 to 483
BCE as the least problematic, if not the most plausible, dating
for the life of Gautama Buddha. (Other dating systems exist,
however, that place his life as much as a century later.) As-
suming, moreover, that the legend is reliable in some of its
details, we can say that the history of the religion begins
when Sékyamuni was thirty-five (therefore, in about 528),
with his first sermon at Sarnath (northeast of the city of
Varanasi).

Before and after his enlightenment, Sﬁkyamuni fol-
lowed the typical career of a wanderer. At twenty-nine he
abandoned the household and sought a spiritual guide. An
early legend claims that Sikyamuni actually studied under
two teachers of the age, Alira Kilima and Udraka
Ramaputra. From such teachers the young ascetic learned
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techniques of meditation that he later rejected, but the im-
prints of which remain in Buddhist theories of meditation.
Dissatisfied with what he had learned, he tried the life of the
hermit. Finally, after six years of struggle, he “awakened”
under a pipal tree (Ficus religiosa) near the border town of
Uruvilva (Bodh Gaya).

His first sermon was followed by forty-five years of wan-
dering through the Ganges River valley, spreading his teach-
ings. Although tradition preserves many narratives of isolated
episodes of this half century of teaching, no one has been able
to piece together a convincing account of this period. For the
tradition this was also a time for the performance of great
miracles, and historical accuracy was never an important
consideration.

At the age of eighty (c. 483), Siddhartha Gautama, the
Buddha Sakyamuni, died near the city of Ku$inagara. To his
immediate disciples perhaps this fading away of the Master
confirmed his teachings on impermanence, but the Buddha’s
death would soon come to be regarded as a symbol of his per-
fect peace and renunciation: with death he had reached his
parinirvana, that point in his career after which he would be
reborn no more. His ashes, encased in a reliquary buried in
a cairn, came to stand for the highest achievement of an
awakened being, confirming his status as the one who had
attained to truth, the Tathdgata—an epithet that would
come to denote ultimate truth itself.

Dharma. The first preaching, known as the “First Turn-
ing of the Wheel of Dharma” (or, in the West, the “Sermon
at Banaras” or the “Deer Park Sermon”), symbolizes the ap-
pearance in history of the Buddhist teaching, whereas
Sikyamuni’s enlightenment experience, or “Great Awaken-
ing” (mahabodhi), which occurred in the same year, repre-
sents the human experience around which the religion would
develop its practices and ideals. This was the experience
whereby Sikyamuni became an “Awakened One” (buddha).
His disciples came to believe that all aspects of Buddhist doc-
trine and practice flow from this experience of awakening
(bodhi) and from the resultant state of freedom from passion,
suffering, and rebirth called nirvana. The teachings found in
the Buddha’s sermons can be interpreted as definitions of
these two experiences, the spiritual practices that lead to or
flow from them, and the institutions that arose inspired by
the experience and the human beings who laid claim to it.

However, it is difficult, if not impossible, to surmise
which, if any, among the many doctrines attributed by tradi-
tion to the founder are veritably his. Different Buddhists,
even when they can agree on the words, will interpret the
message differently. Although most would find the nucleus
of Sakyamuni’s teachings in the “First Sermon,” especially
in the doctrine of the Four Noble Truths allegedly preached
therein, a host of other doctrinal statements compete for the
central position throughout the history of Buddhism in India
and beyond. Moreover, a number of texts that can claim
great antiquity are not only silent about the Four Noble
Truths but actually do not seem to presuppose them in any

way. The same can be said about other doctrines that would
become central to the development of Buddhist doctrinal
speculation, for instance, the principle of conditioned arising
(pratitya-samutpida) and the analysis of the human personal-
ity into its constituent parts (skandhas, etc.).

It is difficult to determine to what extent early Bud-
dhism had an accompanying metaphysics. Some of the earli-
est strata of Buddhist literature suggest that the early com-
munity may have emphasized the joys of renunciation and
the peace of abstention from conflict—political, social, and
religious—more than a philosophical doctrine of liberation.
Such are the ascetic ideals of one of the earliest texts of the
tradition, the Agthakavagga (Suttanipita). The mendicant
abstains from participating in the religious and metaphysical
debates of brahmans, {ramanas, and sages. He is detached
from all views, for

Purity is not [attained] by views, or learning, by knowl-
edge, or by moral rules, and rites. Nor is it [attained]
by the absence of views, learning, knowledge, rules, or
rites. Abandoning all these, not grasping at them, he is
at peace; not relying, he would not hanker for becom-

ing. (Suttanipita 839)

There is in this text a rejection of doctrine, rule, and rite that
is a critique of the exaggerated claims of those who believed
they could become pure and free through ritual, knowledge,
or religious status. The lonely ascetic seeks not to become
one thing or the other and avoids doctrinal disputes.

If such statements represent some of the earliest mo-
ments in the development of the doctrine, then the next
stage must have brought a growing awareness of the need for
ritual and creed if the community was to survive. This aware-
ness would have been followed in a short time by the forma-
tion of a metaphysic, a theory of liberation, and a conscious
system of meditation. In the next strata of early Buddhist lit-
erature these themes are only surpassed in importance by dis-
cussions of ascetic morality. The ascetic ideals of the early
community were then expanded and defined by doctrine—
as confession of faith, as ideology, and as a plan for religious
and moral practice. The earliest formulations of this type are
perhaps those of the Eightfold Path, with its triple division
into wisdom, moral practice, and mental concentration. The
theoretical or metaphysical underpinnings are contained in
the Four Noble Truths and in the Three Marks (imperma-
nence, sorrow, and no-self), both traditionally regarded as
the subject matter of the Buddha’s first sermons.

Samgha. With the first sermon the Buddha began a
ministry that would last forty-five years. During this period
he established a religious order—perhaps only a mendicant
order in its beginnings—and trained a number of distin-
guished disciples who would carry on the teaching after the
founder’s death. Tradition preserves the names of many of
his disciples and immediate heirs to his teaching: Kaundinya,
the first convert to be admitted into the Buddha’s religious
order (samgha); Yasa, the first householder to receive full lay
initiation with the Three Refuges; Sﬁriputra, the master of
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wisdom; Maudgalyayana, the great thaumaturge; Upali, the
expert in the monastic code; Ananda, the Buddha’s cousin
and beloved disciple; Mahaprajapati, the first woman admit-
ted into the monastic order; and Mahakasyapa, who under-
took to preserve the Buddha’s teaching and organized the
First Council. The Buddha’s disciples represented a wide
spectrum of social classes. Yasa was the son of a wealthy guild
master; Upali, a humble barber; Sariputra, a brahman;
Ananda, a member of the nobility (ksatriya). Among the
early followers we find not only world renouncers but believ-
ers from a variety of walks of life; King Bimbisara, the
wealthy banker Anathapindika, the respectable housewife
Visakha, and the courtesan Amrapali, for instance.

Although the Buddhist monastic community was an in-
tegral part of Indian society, serving as an instrument of legit-
imation and cohesion, it also served on occasions as a critic
of society. Especially in its early development, and in particu-
lar during the period of the wandering mendicants, the
samgha was a nonconformist subgroup. The variety of social
classes represented by the roster of early disciples in part re-
flects the fluid state of Indian society at the time; but it also
reflects the Buddha’s open opposition to the caste system as
it existed then. Although the challenge was religious and po-
litical as well as social, the Buddha’s critique of Brahmanism
made his order of mendicants an alternative community,
where those who did not fit in the new social order could
find a sense of belonging, acceptance, and achievement. Bud-
dhist reforms and institutions would waver in their function
as rebels and supporters of social order until Buddhism ulti-
mately became absorbed into Hinduism during the centuries
following the first millennium of the common era.

We can surmise that the earliest community did not
have a fixed abode. During the dry season the Buddhist
Sramanas would sleep in the open and wander from village
to village “begging” for their sustenance—hence their title
bhiksu, “mendicant” (fem., bhiksuni). They were persons
who had set forth (pravrajya) from the household to lead the
life of the wanderer (parivrijaka). Only during the rainy sea-
son would they gather in certain spots in the forest or in spe-
cial groves provided by lay supporters. There they would
build temporary huts that would be dismantled at the end
of the rainy season, when they would set out again in their
constant wandering to spread the Buddha’s Dharma.

The main ideals of the mendicant life of the “wander-
ers” is expressed in a passage that is presented as the creed
or code (the Pratimoksa) recited by the followers of the “for-
mer Buddha” Vipasdyin when they interrupted the wandering
to meet and renew their common ideals:

Enduring patience is the highest austerity, nirvana is
the highest condition—say the Buddhas. For he who
injures another is not a true renouncer, He who causes
harm to others is not a true ascetic. Not to do any evil,
to practice the good, to purify one’s own mind: This is
the teaching of the Buddhas. Not to speak against oth-
ers, not to harm others, and restraint according to the
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rule (pratimoksa), Moderation in eating, secluded
dwelling, and the practice of mental cultivation (adhi-
citta): This is the teaching of the Buddhas.
(Mahdpadina Suttanta)

These verses outline important aspects of the early teaching:
the centrality of ahimsi, the two aspects of moralitcy—
abstention and cultivation—and the practice of meditation,
all in the context of a community of ascetics for whom a life
of solitude, poverty, and moderation was more important
than the development of subtle metaphysics.

Probably—and the earliest scriptures suggest this—the
first aspect of Buddhist teachings to be systematized was the
rule, first as a confession of faith for dispersed communities
of mendicants, soon as a monastic rule for sedentary ascetics.
Also at an early stage, the community sought to systematize
its traditions of meditation, some of which must have been
pre-Buddhistic (the Buddha himself having learned some of
these from his teachers). Thus, Buddhist techniques of medi-
tation represent a continuation of earlier processes of yoga,
though we cannot be certain as to the exact connection, or
the exact content of the early practices.

The first of these developments brought the community
closer together by establishing a common ritual, the recita-
tion of the rule (pratimoksa) at a meeting held on the full and
new moon and the quarter moons (uposatha). The second
development confirmed an important but divisive trait of the
early community: the primary source of authority remained
with the individual monk and his experience in solitude.
Thus, competing systems of meditation and doctrine proba-
bly developed more rapidly than differences in the code.

THE CENOBIUM. As India moved into an age of imperial
unity under the Maurya (322-185) and Sur’lga dynasties
(185-73), the Buddhist community reached its point of
greatest unity. Although the samgha split into schools or sects
perhaps as early as the fourth century BCE, differences among
Buddhists were relatively minor. Transformed into a monas-
tic brotherhood, Buddhism served a society that shared com-
mon values and customs. Unity, however, was shortlived,
and Buddhism, like India, would have to adapt rapidly to
new circumstances as the first invasions from Central Asia
would put an end to the Sunga dynasty in 175. Until then,
however, during the approximately three hundred years from
the death of the founder to the beginning of the age of for-
eign invasions, Buddhist monks and laymen began the pro-
cess of systematization that defined the common ground of
Indian Buddhism in practice, scripture, and doctrine.

The primary element of continuity became the
Pratimoksa, the rules for the maintenance of the community
and the liturgical recitation thereof; differences in this regard
would be more serious than differences of doctrine. Thus the
Second Council, which is supposed to have caused the most
serious split in the history of the community, is said to have
been called to resolve differences in the interpretation and
formulation of minor details in the monastic regulations. In
order to justify and clarify the rules that held the community
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together a detailed commentary of the Pratimoksa rules had
to be developed. The commentary, attributed to the Buddha
himself, eventually grew into the Vinaya, an extensive section
of the canon.

But the full development of the monastic code presup-
poses a sedentary samgha. We can surmise that not long after
the Buddha’s death the retreat for the rainy season began to
extend into the dry season, perhaps at the invitation of the
lay community, perhaps owing to dwindling popular sup-
port for the mendicant wanderers. Soon the temporary huts
were replaced by more or less permanent structures built of
wood, and the community of wanderers became a cenobium.
The stone and gravel foundation of one of the earliest
monasteries remains in the vicinity of Rajagrha (Bihar).
These are the ruins of the famous “Jivaka’s Mango Grove”
(Jivakamravana) Monastery, built on a plot of land donated
to the order at the time of the Buddha. In its early history
it may have been used only during the rainy season, but it
already shows the basic structure of the earliest monasteries:
living quarters for the monks and a large assembly hall (per-
haps for the celebration of the Uposatha).

As the community settled down, rules and rituals for
regulating monastic life became a necessity. At least some of
the items in the Pratimoksa section of the Vinaya and some
of the procedural rules discussed in the Karmavicani may
go back to the time of the Buddha. The rule and the proce-
dures for governing the Samgha are clearly based on republi-
can models, like the constitution of the Licchavis of Vaiéali,
which is praised in the canonical texts. If this admiration goes
back to the founder, then we can say that the Buddha or-
dered his community of wandering mendicants on the politi-
cal model provided by the disappearing republics of North
India. Such a rule would encourage order and harmony on
the one hand, and peaceful disagreement and individual ef-
fort on the other. It provided for mutual care and concern
in matters of morals, but lacked a provision for a central au-
thority in political or doctrinal matters.

The common doctrinal ground. The Buddha realized
the true nature of things, their “suchness” (sthard), and
therefore is one of those rare beings called tathagatas. Yet,
whether there is a tathigata to preach it or not, the Dharma
is always present, because it is the nature of all things
(dharmata). Four terms summarize this truth known by the
tathagatas: impermanence, sorrow, no-self, nirvana. The first
implies the second, for attachment to what must change
brings sorrow. Our incapacity to control change, however,
reveals the reality of no-self—nothing is “I” or “mine.” The
experience of no-self, on the other hand, is liberating; it re-
leases one from craving and the causes of sorrow; it leads to
peace, nirvana.

These principles are summarized also in a doctrine rec-
ognized by all schools, that of the Four Noble Truths: sor-
row, its cause, its cessation, and the path leading to cessation.
Buddhist tradition, therefore, will spend much of its energy
in understanding the causes of suffering and the means to

put an end to it, or, in doctrinal shorthand, “arising” and
“cessation.” Since cessation is in fact the obverse of arising,
a proper understanding of arising, or causation, becomes
central to Buddhist speculation in India. The most impor-
tant doctrine for this aspect of the religion is the principle
of dependent arising (pratitya-samutpida): everything we re-
gard as “the self” is conditioned or compounded; everything
conditioned depends on causes and conditions; by under-
standing the causes of our idea of the self and of the sorrow
that this idea brings to us we can become free of suffering.
This doctrine is summarized in a stanza that has become one
of the best known Buddhist creeds throughout Asia:

The Tathagata has proclaimed the cause,

as well as the cessation,

of all things (dharma) arising from a cause.

This is the Great Sramand's teaching. (Mahavastu 2.62;
Pali Vinaya 1.40)

Abstract theories of causation were perceived as having an ul-
timately soteriological meaning or function, for they clarified
both the process of bondage (rebirth forced upon us as a con-
sequence of our actions) and the process of liberation (free-
dom from rebirth by overcoming our ignorance and gaining
control over the causes of bondage). Liberation was possible
because the analysis of causation revealed that there was no
reincarnating or suffering self to begin with.

Impermanence and causation were explained by primi-
tive theories of the composition of material reality (the four
elements) and mental reality (the six senses, the six types of
sense objects, etc.) and, what is more important, by the theo-
ry of the constituents (skandhas) of human personality. These
notions would become the main focus of Buddhist philoso-
phy, and by the beginning of the common era they were
being integrated into systematic treatments of the nature of
ultimately real entities (dharma).

Although the themes of impermanence and causation
will remain at the heart of Buddhist philosophical specula-
tion for several centuries, from the religious point of view the
question of no-self plays a more important role. At first seen
as an insightful formulation of the meaning of awakening
and liberation, the doctrine of no-self raised several difficul-
ties for Buddhist dogma. First, it was not at all obvious how
moral (or karmic) responsibility could be possible if there
was no continuous self. Second, some Buddhists wondered
what was the meaning of liberation in the absence of a self.

Closely related to these issues was the question of the
nature and status of the liberated being. In other words, what
sort of living being is a tathdgara? Some Buddhists considered
the rthigara as a transcendent or eternal being, while others
saw him as someone who by becoming extinct was nonexis-
tent; still others began to redefine the concept of liberation
and no-self in an attempt to solve these questions and in re-
sponse to changes in the mythological or hagiographic
sphere. These issues are an essential part of the changes in
doctrine and practice that would take place during the age
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of invasions, culminating in the emergence of Mahayana
Buddhism.

Worship and ritual. The most important ritual of the
monastic community continued to be Upavasatha or Upo-
satha, a gathering of the samgha of a given locality or “parish”
(sima) to recite the rules of the Pratimoksa. These meetings
were held at every change in the moon’s phase. A similar cer-
emony, but with greater emphasis on the public confession
of individual faults, was held at the end of the rainy season.
At this time too was held the karhina ceremony, in which
the monks received new robes from the lay community.
Other rituals, such as the ordination ceremony, had a more
limited impact on the community at large, but were never-
theless important symbols of the status of the religious spe-
cialist in society at large.

Above all other rituals, one of shramanic origin offered
continued reinforcement of the ties that bound the religious
order with the laity. The bhiksu, as his title indicates, was ex-
pected to receive his sustenance from the charity (dina) of
pious laymen and laywomen. Accordingly, the monks would
walk the villages every morning to collect alms. By giving the
unsolicited gift the layperson was assured of the merit
(punya) necessary to be reborn in a state of being more favor-
able for spiritual or material progress. According to some tra-
ditions, the monk received the benefits of helping others gain
merit; but some believed the monk could not gain merit ex-
cept by his own virtue.

In the early stages lay followers were identified by their
adherence to the fivefold moral precept (paficasila) and the
formal adoption of the Three Refuges. These practices con-
tinued throughout the history of Indian Buddhism. It is also
likely that participation of lay members in Upavasatha meet-
ings with the samgha was also an early and persistent practice.

At first the cenobitic life of the monks probably had no
room for explicit acts of devotion, and the monk’s religion
was limited to a life of solitude and meditation. The early
monastic ruins do not show evidence of any shrine room. It
was essential to have the cells open onto a closed courtyard,
to keep out the noise of the world; it was essential to have
an assembly hall for teaching and the recitation of the
Pratimoksa; a promenade (cazikrama) for walking meditation
was also necessary. But there were no shrine rooms.

With the institutionalization of Buddhism, however,
came new forms of lay and monastic practice. The monastic
brotherhood gradually began to play a priestly role; in tan-
dem with the lay community, they participated in non-
monastic rituals, many of which must have been of pre-
Buddhist origin. One practice that clearly was an important,
nonascetic ritual, yet characteristic of Buddhism, was the
worship of the relics of the Buddha and his immediate disci-
ples. The relics were placed in a casket, which was then de-
posited in a cairn or tumulus (stupa, czitya), to which the
faithful would come to present their offerings. Already by the
time of A$oka (mid-third century BCE) we find evidence of
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a flourishing cult of the relics, often accompanied by the
practice of pilgrimage to the sacred sites consecrated by their
role in the life of Sakyamuni—especially the birth place, the
site of the Great Awakening, the site of the First Sermon, and
the spot where the Buddha was believed to have died. Fol-
lowing an ancient custom, tumuli were built on these
spots—perhaps at first as reliquaries, later as commemorative
monuments. Monasteries near such sites assumed the role of
shrine caretakers. Eventually, most monasteries became asso-
ciated with stupas.

Asoka erected columns and stupas (as many as eighty
thousand, according to one tradition) marking the localities
associated with the life of the Buddha as well as other ancient
sacred sites, some associated with “former Buddhas,” that is,
mythical beings believed to have achieved Buddhahood
thousands or millions of lives before the Buddha Sakyamuni.
The latter practice and belief indicates the development of
a new form of Buddhism, firmly based on the mythology of
each locality, that expanded the concept of the Three Trea-
sures to include a host of mythical beings who would share
in the sanctity of Sakyamuni’s experience and virtue and who
were therefore deserving of the same veneration as he had re-
ceived in the past.

The cairn or tumulus eventually became sacred in itself,
whether there was a relic in it or not. Chapels were built to
contain the caitya. The earliest surviving examples of these
structures are built in stone and date from the first or second
century BCE, but we can surmise that they existed in wood
from an earlier date. These “caitya halls” became the standard
shrine room of the monastery: a stylized memorial tumulus
built in stone or brick, housed in an apsidal hall with a pro-
cessional for the ritual circumambulation of the tumulus.

Reliefs at the caitya hall at Bhaja in western India (late
Sunga, c. end of the second century BCE) suggest various as-
pects of the cult: the main form of worship was the ritual of
circumambulation (pradaksina), which could be carried out
individually or in groups. The stupa represented the sacred
or cosmic mountain, at whose center was found the axis
mundi (now represented by the Buddha’s royal parasol); thus
the rite of circumambulation expressed veneration for the
Buddha and his teaching, while at the same time it served
as a symbolic walking of the sun’s path around the cosmic
mountain.

Stupas were often erected at ancient sacred sites, hills,
trees, the confluence of streams, which in many cases were
sacred by virtue of non-Buddhist belief. Thus, pre-Buddhist
practice, if not belief, survived side by side, and even within,
Buddhist liturgy and belief. There is ample evidence of a co-
existing cult of the tree (identified with the “Tree of Awaken-
ing”), of forest spirits (yaksas) and goddesses (devata), and the
persistence of Vedic deities, albeit in a subordinate role, be-
side a more austere, and presumably monastically inspired,
cult of aniconic symbolizations of Buddhahood: the tree and
the throne of enlightenment standing for the Great Awaken-
ing, the stupa representing the nirvina, the wheel represent-
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ing the doctrine of the Buddha. But one must not assume
that the implied categories of “high tradition” and popular
cult were mutually exclusive.

The councils and the beginning of scriptural tradi-
tion. The First Council, or Council of Rajagrha, if a histori-
cal fact, must have served to establish the Buddhist samgha
and its doctrine for the community of the Magadhan capital.
In all probability the decisions of the Council were not ac-
cepted by all Buddhists. Further evidence of disagreement,
and geographical fragmentation is found in the legend of the
Second Council, one hundred years after the Buddha’s
death.

Since the early community of wanderers, there had been
ample room for disagreement and dissension. But certain
forces contributed to maintaining unity: the secular powers,
for instance, had much at stake in preserving harmony with-
in the samgha, especially if they could maintain some kind
of control over it. Thus, as the legends have it, each of the
three major councils were sponsored by a king: Ajatasatru,
Kalasoka, and Asoka, respectively. Within the samgha, there
must have been interest groups, mainly conservative, secking
to preserve the religion by avoiding change—two goals that
are not always conciliable. There must have been, therefore,
a strong pressure to recover the ideal unity of the early com-
munity (as we have seen, probably a fantasy), by legislation.
These efforts took two forms: in the first place, there was the
drive to establish a common monastic code, in the second
place, there was the drive to fix a canon of scriptures. Both
tendencies probably became stronger toward the beginning
of the common era, when a number of political factors recre-
ated a sense of urgency and a yearning for harmony and
peace similar to the one that had given rise to the religion.

The most important result of the new quest for harmo-
ny was the compilation and redaction of scriptures. Trans-
mitted and edited through the oral tradition, the words of
the Buddha and his immediate disciples had suffered many
transformations before they came to be compiled, to say
nothing of their state when they were eventually written
down. We have no way of determining which, if any, of the
words contained in the Buddhist scriptures are the words of
the founder: in fact we have no hard evidence for the lan-
guage used by the Buddha in his ministry. Scholars have sug-
gested an early form of Magadhi, since this was probably the
lingua franca of the kingdom of Magadha, but this is at best
an educated guess. If it is correct, then none of the words of
the Buddha have come to us in the original language.

Although the Theravadin tradition claims that the lan-
guage of its canon, Pali, is the language spoken by the Bud-
dha, Western scholars disagree. Evidently, the Pali canon,
like other Buddhist scriptures, is the creation, or at least the
compilation and composition, of another age and a different
linguistic milieu. As they are preserved today, the Buddhist
scriptures must be a collective creation, the fruit of the effort
of several generations of memorizers, redactors, and compil-
ers. Some of the earliest Buddhist scriptures may have been

translations from logia or sayings of the Buddha that were
transmitted for some time in his own language. But even if
this is the case, the extant versions represent at the very least
redactions and reworkings, if not creations, of a later age.

Since the samgha was from the beginning a decentral-
ized church, one can presume that the word of the Buddha
took many forms. Adding to this the problem of geographi-
cal isolation and linguistic diversity, one would expect that
the oral transmission would have produced a variegated tex-
tual tradition. Perhaps it is this expectation of total chaos
that makes it all the more surprising that there is agreement
on so many points in the scriptures preserved to this day.
This is especially true of the scriptures of the Theravada
school (preserved in Pali), and fragments of the canon of the
Sarvastivada school (in the original Sanskrit or in Chinese
translation). Some scholars have been led to believe, there-
fore, that these two traditions represent the earliest stracum
of the transmission, preserving a complex of pericopes and
logia that must go back to a stage when the community was
not divided: that is, before the split of the Second Council.
Most scholars tend to accept this view; a significant minority,
however, sees the uniformity of the texts as reflecting a late,
not an early stage, in the redaction of the canon.

The early canon, transmitted orally, must have had only
two major sections, Dharma and Vinaya. The first of these
contained the discourses of the Buddha and his immediate
disciples. The Vinaya contained the monastic rules. Most
Western scholars agree that a third section, Abhidharma,
found in all of the surviving canons, could not have been in-
cluded in early definitions of canonicity, though eventually
most schools would incorporate it in their canon with vary-

ing degrees of authority.

Each early school possessed its own set of scriptural “col-
lections” (called metaphorically “baskets,” pitaka). Although
eventually the preferred organization seems to have been a
tripartite collection of “Three Baskets,” the Tripitaka, divid-
ed into monastic rules, sermons, and scholastic treatises
(Vinaya, sitra, Abhidharma), some schools adopted different
orderings. Among the collections that are now lost there were
fourfold and fivefold subdivisions of the scriptures. Of the
main surviving scriptural collections, only one is strictly
speaking a Tripitaka, the Pali corpus of the Theravadins.
(The much later Chinese and Tibetan collections have much
more complex subdivisions and can be called Tripitakas only
metaphorically.)

THE AGE OF FOREIGN INVASIONS. The decline and fall of
the Maurya dynasty (324—187) brought an end to an age of
assured support for Buddhist monastic institutions. Political
circumstances unfavorable to Buddhism began with persecu-
tion under Pusyamitra Sur’lga (r. about 187-151). The
Sunga dynasty would see the construction of some of the
most important Buddhist sites of India: Bharhut, Safci, and
Amaravati. But it also foreshadowed the beginning of Hindu
dominance. The rising cult of Visnu seemed better equipped
to assimilate the religion of the people and win the support
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of the ruling classes. Although Buddhism served better as a
universal religion that could unite Indians and foreign invad-
ers, the latter did not always choose to become Buddhists.
A series of non-Indian rulers—Greek, Parthian, Scythian
(Saka), Kushan—would hesitate in their religious alle-
giances.

Among the Greek kings, the Buddhist tradition claims
Menander (Milinda, c. 150 BCE) as one of its converts. The
Scythian tribe of the Sakas, who invaded Bactriana around
130 BCE, roughly contemporaneous with the Yiieh-chih con-
quest of the Tokharians, would become stable supporters of
Buddhism in the subcontinent. Their rivals in South India,
the Tamil dynasty of the Satavahana (220 BCE-236 CE),
sponsored in Andhra the construction of major centers of
worship at Amaravati and Nagarjunikonda. The Yiieh-chih
(Kushans) also supported Buddhism, though perhaps less
consistently. The most famous of their rulers, Kaniska, is
represented by the literature as a pious patron of Buddhism
(his dates are uncertain; proposed accession in 78 or 125 CE).
During the Kushan period (c. 50320 CE) the great schools
of Gandhira and Mathura revolutionized Indian, especially
Buddhist, art. Both the northern styles of Gandhara and
Mathura and the southern school of Andhra combined icon-
ic and aniconic symbolization of the Buddha: the first Bud-
dha images appeared around the third century of the com-
mon era, apparently independently and simultaneously in all
three schools.

The appearance of schools and denominations. Any
understanding of the history of composition of the canons,
or of their significance in the history of the religion, is depen-
dent on our knowledge of the geographic distribution, histo-
ry, and doctrine of the various sects. Unfortunately, our
knowledge in this regard is also very limited.

Developments in doctrine and in scholastic speculation.
As the original community of wandering mendicants settled
in monasteries, a new type of religion arose, concerned with
the preservation of a tradition and the justification of its in-
stitutions. Although the “forest dweller” continued as an
ideal and a practice—some were still dedicated primarily to
a life of solitude and meditation—the dominant figure be-
came that of the monk-scholar. This new type of religious
specialist pursued the study of the early tradition and moved
its doctrinal systems in new directions. On the one hand, the
old doctrines were classified, defined, and expanded. On the
other hand, there was a growing awareness of the gap that
separated the new developments from the transmitted creeds
and codes. A set of basic or “original” teachings had to be
defined, and the practice of exegesis had to be formalized.
In fact, the fluidity and uncertainty of the earlier scriptural
tradition may be one of the causes for the development of
Buddhist scholasticism. By the time the canons were closed
the degree of diversity and conflict among the schools was
such, and the tradition was overall so fluid, that it was diffi-
cult to establish orthodoxy even when there was agreement
on the basic content of the canons. In response to these prob-
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lems Buddhists soon developed complicated scholastic
studies.

At least some of the techniques and problems of this
early scholasticism must go back to the early redactions of
the siitra section of the canon, if not to a precanonical stage.
The genre of the marka, or doctrinal “matrices,” is not an
uncommon form of sitra literature. It is suggested in the re-
daction of certain sections of the Pali and Sarvastivadin can-
ons, is found in early Chinese translations (e.g., the
Dharmasariraka Siitra and the Dasottara Sitra), and contin-
ues in Mahayana Sitra literature. It is a literary form that
probably represents not only an exegetic device but an early
technique of doctrinal redaction—a hermeneutic that also
served as the basis for the redaction of earlier strata of the
oral transmission.

The early sects. Given the geographical and linguistic di-
versity of India and the lack of a central authority in the Bud-
dhist community one can safely speculate that Buddhist sects
arose early in the history of the religion. Tradition speaks of
a first, but major, schism occurring at (or shortly after) the
Second Council in Vaisali, one hundred years after the death
of the founder. Whether the details are true or not, it is sug-
gestive that this first split was between the Sthaviras and the
Mahasamghikas, the prototypes of the two major divisions
of Buddhism: “Hinayana” and Mahayana.

After this schism new subdivisions arose, reaching by
the beginning of the common era a total of approximately
thirty different denominations or schools and subschools.
Tradition refers to this state of sectarian division as the peri-
od of the “Eighteen Schools,” since some of the early sources
count eighteen groups. It is not clear when these arose. Faut
de mieux, most Western scholars go along with classical Indi-
an sources, albeit with a mild skepticism, and try to sort out
a consistent narrative from contradictory sources. Thus, we
can only say that if we are to believe the Pali tradition, the
Eighteen Schools must have been in existence already in the
third century BCE, when a legendary Moggaliputtatissa com-
piled the Kathavarthu. But such an early dating raises many
problems.

In the same vein, we tend to accept the account of the
Second Council that sees it as the beginning of a major split.
In this version the main points of contention were monastic
issues—the exact content and interpretation of the code. But
doctrinal, ritual, and scholastic issues must have played a
major role in the formation of separate schools. Many of the
main points of controversy, for instance, centered on the
question of the nature of the state of liberation and the status
of the liberated person. Is the liberated human (arha) free
from all moral and karmic taint? Is the state of liberation
(nirvana) a condition of being or nonbeing? Can there be at
the same time more than one fully awakened person
(samyaksambuddha) in one world system? Are persons al-
ready on their way to full awakening, the bodhisattvas or fu-
ture Buddhas, deserving of worship? Do they have the ability
to descend to the hells to help other sentient beings?
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Among these doctrinal disputes one emerges as em-
blematic of the most important fissure in the Buddhist com-
munity. This was the polemic surrounding the exalted state
of the arbat (Pali, arahant). Most of the Buddhist schools be-
lieved that only a few human beings could aspire to become
fully awakened beings (samyaksambuddha), others had to
content themselves with the hope of becoming free from the
burden of past karman and attaining liberation in nirvina,
without the extraordinary wisdom and virtue of Buddha-
hood. But the attainment of liberation was in itself a great
achievement, and a person who was assured of an end to re-
birth at the end of the present life was considered the most
saintly, deserving of the highest respect, a “worthy” (arbaz).
Some of the schools even attributed to the arhat omniscience
and total freedom from moral taint. Objections were raised
against those who believed in the fauldess wisdom of the
arhat, including obvious limitations in their knowledge of
everyday, worldly affairs. Some of these objections were for-
malized in the “Five Points” of Mahadeva, after its purported
proponent. These criticisms can be interpreted either as a
challenge to the belief in the superhuman perfection of the
arbator as a plea for the acceptance of their humanity. Tradi-
tionally, Western scholars have opted for the first of these in-
terpretations.

The controversies among the Eighteen Schools identi-
fied each group doctrinally, but it seems unlikely that in the
carly stages these differences lead to major rifts in the com-
munity, with the exception of the schism between the two
trunk schools of the Sthavira and the Mahasamghika; and
even then, there is evidence that monks of both schools often
lived together in a single monastic community. Among the
doctrinal differences, however, we can find the seeds of fu-
ture dissension, especially in the controversies relating to rit-
ual. The Mahisasakas, for instance, claimed that there is
more merit in worshiping and making offerings to the
samgha than in worshiping a stupa, as the latter merely con-
tains the remains of a member of the samgha who is no more.
The Dharmaguptakas replied that there is more merit in
worshiping a stupa, because the Buddha’s path and his pres-
ent state (in nirvana) are far superior to that of any living
monk. Here we have a fundamental difference with both so-
cial and religious consequences, for the choice is between two
types of communal hierarchies as well as between two types
of spiritual orders.

Developments in the scriptural tradition. Apart from
the Theravada recension of the Pali canon and some frag-
ments of the Sarvastivadin Sanskrit canon nothing survives
of what must have been a vast and diverse body of literature.
For most of the collections we only have the memory pre-
served in inscriptions referring to pitakas and nikdyas and an
occasional reference in the extant literature.

According to the Pali tradition of Sri Lanka, the three
parts of the Tripitaka were compiled in the language of the
Buddha at the First Council. The Second Council intro-
duced minor revisions in the Vinaya, and the Third Council

added Moggaliputtatissa’s Kathavarthu. A few years later the
canon resulting from this council, and a number of extraca-
nonical commentaries, were transmitted to Sri Lanka by
Mahinda. The texts were transmitted orally (mukhapathena)
for the next two centuries, but after difficult years of civil war
and famine, King Vattagaimani of Sri Lanka ordered the
texts written down. This task was carried out between 35 and
32 BCE. In this way, it is said, the canon was preserved in the
original language. Although the commentaries were by that
time extant only in Sinhala, they continued to be transmitted
in written form until they were retranslated into Pali in the
fifth century CE.

Modern scholarship, however, questions the accuracy of
several points in this account. Pali appears to be a literary lan-
guage originating in Avanti, western India; it seems unlikely
that it could be the vernacular of a man who had lived in
eastern India all his life or, for that matter, the lingua franca
of the early Magadhan kingdom. The Pali texts as they are
preserved today show clear signs of the work of editors and
redactors. Although much in them still has the ring of oral
transmission, it is a formalized or ritualized oral tradition, far
from the spontaneous preaching of a living teacher. Different
strata of language, history, and doctrine can be recognized
easily in these texts. There is abundant evidence that already
at the stage of oral transmission the tradition was fragment-
ed, different schools of “reciters” (bhanaka) preserving not
only different corpuses (the eventual main categories of the
canons) but also different recensions of the same corpus of
literature. Finally, we have no way of knowing if the canon
written down at the time of Vattagimani was the Tripitaka
as we know it today. There is evidence to the contrary, for
we are told that the great South Indian scholar Buddhaghosa
revised the canon in the fifth century when he also edited the
commentaries preserved in Sinhala and translated them into
Pali, which suggests that Pali literature in general had gone
through a period of deterioration before his time.

Most scholars, however, accept the tradition that would
have the Pali canon belong to a date earlier than the fifth cen-
tury; even the commentaries must represent an earlier stra-
tum. However late may be its final recension, the Pali canon
preserves much from earlier stages in the development of the
religion.

Of the Sanskrit canon of the Sarvastivada school we
only possess a few isolated texts and fragments in the original,
mostly from Central Asia. However, extensive sections sut-
vive in Chinese translation. This canon is supposed to have
been written down at a “Fourth Council” held in Jalandhara,
Kashmir, about 100 CE, close to the time when the same
school systematized its Abhidharma in a voluminous com-
mentary called the Mahavibhisa. 1f this legend is true, two
details are of historical interest. We must note first the prox-
imity in time of this compilation to the date of the writing
down of the Pali canon. This would set the parameters for
the closing of the “Hinayana” canons between the first cen-
tury BCE and the first century CE. Second, the close connec-
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tion between the closing of a canon and the final formulation
of a scholastic system confirms the similar socio-religious
function of both activities: the establishing of orthodoxy.

Developments in practice. The cult at this stage was
still dominated by the practice of pilgrimage and by the cult
of the caitya, as described above. However, we can imagine
an intensification of the devotional aspect of ritual and a
greater degree of systematization as folk belief and “high tra-
dition” continued to interact. Sectarian differences probably
began to affect the nature of the liturgies, as a body of liturgi-
cal texts became part of the common or the specific property
of different groups of Buddhists. Among the earliest liturgi-
cal texts were the hymns in praise of the Buddha, especially
the ones singing the many epithets of the Awakened One.
Their use probably goes back to the eatliest stages in the his-
tory of monastic ritual and may be closely connected with
the practice of buddhanusmyti, or meditation on the attri-

butes of the Buddha.

Pilgrimage sites and stupas. Many Buddhist practices
and institutions remain apparently stable in the subcontinent
until the beginnings of the common era. The monuments
of Bharhut and Safci, for example, where we find the earliest
examples of aniconic symbolism, represent a conservative
Buddhism. Other signs of conservatism, however, confirm
a continuous nonliterary cult. The oldest section at Safci,
the east gateway, dating from perhaps 90 to 80 BCE, pre-
serves, next to the illustrated Jatakas, the woman and tree
motifs, yaksas and yaksis (with the implied popular cult of
male and female fertility deities), and the aniconic represen-
tations of the wheel, the footprint, the throne, and the tree.
The most advanced or innovative trait is the increasing
iconographic importance of the previous lives of the Buddha,
represented in the reliefs of Jatakas. These indicate a devel-
oped legend of the Buddha’s past lives, a feature of the period
that suggests the importance of past lives in the cult and in
the future development of Mahayana. The most important
cultic development of the pre-Mahayana period, however,
was the shift from the commemorative ritual associated with
the stiipa and the aniconic symbol to the ritual of worship
and devotion associated with the Buddha image. After the
beginning of the Christian era major developments in prac-
tice reflect outside influence as well as new internal develop-
ments. This is the time when the sects were beginning to
commit to writing their sacred literature, but it is also the
time of foreign invasions. These may have played a major
role in the development of the Buddha image. Modern
scholarship has debated the place of origin of this important
cultic element and the causal factors that brought it about.
Some, following Foucher, proposed a northwestern origin,
and saw the Buddhas and bodhisattvas created under the in-
fluence of Greco-Roman art in Gandhara (Kushan period)
as the first images. Others, following Coomaraswamy, be-
lieved the first images were created in Andhra, as part of the
natural development of a South Indian cult of the yaksas, and
in the north central region of Mathura. Be that as it may,
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the Buddha image dominates Buddhist iconography after the
second century CE; stupas and Jataka representations remain
but play a secondary role. There seems to be, especially in
Mathura art, an association between the Buddha image and
solar symbolism, which suggests Central Asian or Iranian in-
fluences on Buddhism and may be closely related to the de-
velopment of the new doctrinal conceptions, such as those
that regarded the Buddha as “universal monarch” (cakravar-
tin) and lord of the universe, and Buddhas and bodbisattvas
as radiant beings. The abundance of bodhisattva images in
Gandhara, moreover, suggests the beginning of a gradual
shift towards a conception of the ideal being as layman, or
at least a shift in the way the bodhisattva was conceived (from
merely an instance of a Buddha’s past to the central paradigm
of Buddhahood). As a balance to the growing importance of
the past lives of the Buddha, the process of redacting the
scriptures also brought about the necessity of formulating a
biography of the Buddha. The first “biographies” appear at
the beginning of the common era, perhaps as late as the sec-
ond century CE. Partial biographies appear in the literature
of the Sarvastivadins (Lalitavistara) and Lokottaravadins
(Mahavastu). The first complete biography is a cultured
poem in the kdvya style, the Buddbacarita of Asvaghosa. This
is also a time when noncanonical literature flourished. Poets
wrote Buddhist dramas and poetical recastings of canonical
parables and legends. A$vaghosa, for instance, wrote a drama
on the life of Sariputra, and a poem narrating the conversion
of Nanda (Saundarananda). Developments in the literary
tradition perhaps should be seen as reflecting other strata of
the living tradition. Thus, the vitality of the Jataka tradition
is seen in its appearance as a literary genre in the Jatakamala
of Aryasira (fl. c. 150 cE). This classical poet is sometimes
identified with Matrceta, who in his works (e.g.,
Sataparicasatka) gives us a highly cultured reflection of the
hymns of praise (stotras) that must have been a regular part
of the Buddhist cult of the day. In these hymns we already
see the apotheosis of the Buddha figure, side by side with the
newly redefined bodhisattva ideal.

Mpystics and intellectuals. The development of devotion-
al Buddhism did not obscure the ascetic and contemplative
dimensions of the religion. The system of meditation con-
tained in the Nikayas probably achieved its final form during
this period. Diverse techniques for the development of en-
stasy and insight were conflated first in the canonical Sitra
literature, then in the Abhidharmic texts. Side by side with
the development of popular and monastic cults a new elite
of religious specialists appeared, seeking to follow the Bud-
dha’s path through systematic study into the scriptures. They
belonged to the tradition of the marrkds and composed trea-
tises purporting to treat the “higher” Dharma (abhidhar-
ma)—or, what is perhaps the more correct etymology, trea-
tises “on the Dharma.” Although the analysis of meditational
categories was an important aspect of these traditions, the
scholar-monks were not always dedicated meditators. In fact,
many of them must have made scholarship the prime objec-
tive of their religious life, leaving the practice of meditation
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to the forest monks. For the scholars, the goal was to account
for the whole of Buddhism, in particular, the plethora of an-
cient doctrines and practices found in the canon. Above all,
they sought to define and explain the ultimately real compo-
nents of reality, the dharmas, into which one could analyze
or explode the false conception of the self. This critique was
not without soteriological implications. The goal was con-
ceived at times as ineffable, beyond the ken of human con-
ception. Thus canonical literature describes the liberated per-
son, the arhat, as follows:

When bright sparks fly

as the smith beats red-hot iron,

and fade away,

one cannot tell where they have gone.

In the same way, there is no way of knowing

the final destination of those who are truly free,

who have crossed beyond the flood, bondage, and desire,
obtaining unshakable bliss. (Udana, p. 93)

Buct side by side with the tradition of ineffability, there
was a need to define at the very least the process of liberation.
For the gradual realization of selflessness was understood as
personal growth. Accordingly, a set of standard definitions
of liberation was accompanied by accepted descriptions of
the stages on the path to liberation, or of degrees of spiritual
achievement. The canonical collections already list, for in-
stance, four types of saints (@ryapudgala): the one who will
be reborn no more (arhat); the one who will not come back
to this world, the “non-returner” (anagamin); the one who
will return only once more (sakrdigamin); and the one who
has entered the path to sainthood, the “stream-enterer”
(srotdpanna). Canonical notions of levels or hierarchies in the
path to liberation became the focus of much scholastic specu-
lation—in fact, the presence of these categories in the canons
may be a sign of scholastic influence on the redaction of the
scriptures. The construction of complex systems of soteriolo-
gy, conceived as maps or detailed descriptions of the path,
that integrated the description and analysis of ethical and
contemplative practices with philosophical argumentation,
characterized the Abhidharmic schools. This activity contrib-
uted to the definition of the doctrinal parameters of the sects;
buct it also set the tone for much of future Buddhist dogmat-
ics. The concerns of the Abhidharmists, ranging from the
analysis of enstasy and the contemplative stages to the ratio-
nal critique of philosophical views of reality, had a number
of significant doctrinal consequences: (1) scholars began de-
vising “maps of the path,” or theoretical blueprints of the
stages from the condition of a common human being
(prthag-jana) to the exalted state of a fully awakened being
(samyaksambuddha); (2) Buddhist scholars engaged other In-
dian intellectuals in the discussion of broad philosophical is-
sues; (3) various orthodox apologetics were developed, with
the consequent freezing of a technical terminology common
to most Buddhists; (4) the rigidity of their systems set the
stage for a reaction that would lead to the creation of new
forms of Buddhism.

THE SECTS AND THE APPEARANCE OF MAHAYANA. Most of
the developments mentioned above overlap with the growth
of a new spirit that changed the religion and eventually creat-
ed a distinct form of Buddhist belief and practice. The new
movement referred to itself as the “Great Vehicle”
(Mahayana) to distinguish itself from other styles of Bud-
dhism that the followers of the movement considered forms
of a “Lesser Vehicle” (Hinayana).

The early schools outside India. If we accept the gen-
eral custom of using the reign of A$oka as the landmark for
the beginning of the missionary spread of Buddhism, we may
say that Buddhism reached the frontiers of India by the mid-
dle of the second century BCE. By the beginning of the com-
mon era it had spread beyond. In the early centuries of the
era Mahayana and Hinayana spread in every direction; even-
tually certain areas would become predominantly Mahayana,
others, predominantly Hinayana.

Mahayana came to dominate in East and Central Asia—
with the exception of Turkistan, where Sarvastivadin
monasteries flourished until the Muslim invasion and con-
version of the region. Hinayana was slower to spread, and
in some foreign lands had to displace Mahayana. It lives on
in a school that refers to itself as the Theravada, a Sinhala
derivative of the Sthavira school. It spread throughout
Southeast Asia where it continues to this day.

The Great Vehicle. The encounter of Buddhism with
extra-Indian ethnic groups and the increasing influence of
the laity gradually transformed the monastic child of shra-
manic Buddhism into a universal religion. This occurred in
two ways. On the one hand, monasticism adapted to the
changing circumstances, strengthened its ties to the laity and
secular authorities, established a satisfactory mode of coexis-
tence with nonliterary, regional forms of worship. Both
Mahiyana and Hinayana schools participated in this aspect
of the process of adaptation. But Buddhism also redefined
its goals and renovated its symbols to create a new synthesis
that in some ways may be considered a new religion. The
new style, the Mahayana, claimed to be a path for the many,
the vehicle for the salvation of all sentient beings (hence its
name, “The Great Vehicle”). Its distinctive features are: a tilt
toward world affirmation, a laicized conception of the
human ideal, a new ritual of devotion, and new definitions
of the metaphysical and contemplative ideals.

The origins of Mahayana. The followers of Mahayana
claim the highest antiquity for its teachings. Their own
myths of origin, however, belie this claim. Mahayana recog-
nizes the fact that its teachings were not known in the early
days of Buddhism by asserting that Sikyamuni revealed the
Mahayana only to select bodhisattvas or heavenly beings who
kept the texts hidden for centuries. One legend recounts that
the philosopher Nagarjuna had to descend to the underworld
to obtain the Mahayana texts known as the “Perfection of
Wisdom” (Prajiaparamita).

Western scholars are divided on the question of the
dates and location of the origins of Mahayana. Some favor
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an early (beginning of the common era) origin among
Mahasamghika communities in the southeastern region of
Andhra. Others propose a northwestern origin, among the
Sarvastivadins, close to the second and third centuries CE. It
may be, however, that Mahayana arose by a gradual and
complex process involving more than one region of India.
It is clear that Mahayana was partly a reform movement,
partly the natural development of pre-Mahayana Buddhism;
still in another sense, it was the result of new social forces
shaping the Indian subcontinent.

The theory of a southern origin assumes that the
Mahasamghika monastic centers of Andhra continued to de-
velop some of the more radical ideals of the school, until
some of these communities saw themselves as a movement
completely distinct from other, so-called Hinayana schools.
This theory also recognizes external influences: the Iranian
invaders as well as the non-Aryan substratum of southern
India, the first affecting the mythology of the celestial bodhi-
sattvas, the second incorporating non-Aryan concepts of the
role of women into the mainstream of Buddhist religious
ideals.

For the sake of clarity one could distinguish two types
of causes in the development of Mahayana: social or external,
and doctrinal or internal. Among the first one must include
the Central Asian and Iranian influences mentioned above,
the growing importance of the role of women and the laity,
especially as this affected the development of the cultus, and
the impact of the pilgrimage cycles. The foreign element is
supposed to have introduced elements of light symbolism
and solar cults, as well as a less ascetic bent.

Doctrinal factors were primarily the development of the
myth of the former lives of Sakyamuni and the cult of former
Buddhas, both of which contributed to a critique of the arhar
ideal. The mythology of the Buddha’s former lives as a bodhi-
sartva led to the exaltation of the bodhisattva ideal over that
of the arhar. The vows of the bodhisattva began to take the
central role, especially as they were seen as an integral part
of a developing liturgy at the center of which the dedication
of merit was transformed as part of the exalted bodhisattva

ideal.

It seems likely, furthermore, that visionaries and in-
spired believers had continued to compose satras. Some of
these, through a gradual process we can no longer retrace,
began to move away from the general direction of the older
scholastic traditions and canonical redactors. Thus it hap-
pened that approximately at the time when the older schools
were closing their canons, the Mahayana was composing a
set of texts that would place it in a position of disagreement
with, if not frank opposition to, the older schools. At the
same time, the High Tradition began to accept Mahayina
and therefore argue for its superiority; thus, a Mahayana
{astra tradition began to develop almost at the same time as
the great Sarvastivadin synthesis was completed.

In the West, the gap between Mahayana and Hinayana
is sometimes exaggerated. It is customary to envision
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Mahayana as a revolutionary movement through which the
aspirations of a restless laity managed to overcome an oppres-
sive, conservative monastic establishment. Recent research
suggests that the opposition between the laity and the reli-
gious specialists was not as sharp as had hitherto been pro-
posed. Furthermore, it has become apparent that the monas-
tic establishment continued to be a powerful force in Indian
Mahayana. It seems more likely that Mahayana arose gradu-
ally and in different forms in various points of the subconti-
nent. A single name and a more or less unified ideology may
have arisen after certain common aspirations were recog-
nized. Be that as it may, it seems evident that the immediate
causes for the arising of this new form of Buddhism were the
appearance of new cultic forms and widespread dissatisfac-
tion with the scholastic tradition.

Merit, bodhisattvas, and the Pure Land. Inscriptional
evidence shows that the doctrine of merit transference had
an important role in the cultus even before the appearance
of Mahayana. Although all Buddhists believe that virtuous
thoughts and actions generate merit, which leads to a good
rebirth, it appears that early Buddhists believed that individ-
uals could generate merit only for themselves, and that merit
could only lead to a better rebirth, not to liberation from the
cycle of rebirth. By the beginning of the common era, how-
ever, some Buddhists had adopted a different conception of
merit. They believed that merit could be shared or trans-
ferred, and that it was a factor in the attainment of libera-
tion—so much so that they were offering their own merit
for the salvation of their dead relatives.

Dedication of merit appears as one of the pivotal doc-
trines of the new Buddhism. Evidently, it served a social
function: it made participation in Buddhist ritual a social en-
counter rather than a private experience. It also contributed
to the development of a Buddhist high liturgy, an important
factor in the survival of Buddhism and its assimilation of for-
eign elements, both in and outside India.

This practice and belief interacted with the cult of for-
mer Buddhas and the mythology of the former lives to create
a Buddhist system of beliefs in which the primary goal was
to imitate the virtue of Sikyamuni’s former lives, when he
was a bodhisattva dedicated to the liberation of others rather
than himself. To achieve this goal the believer sought to imi-
tate Sakyamuni not as he appeared in his last life or after his
enlightenment, when he sought and attained nirvina, but by
adopting a vow similar to Sikyamuni’s former vow to seek
awakening (bodhi) for the sake of all sentient beings. On the
one hand, this shift put the emphasis on insight into the
world, rather than escape from it. On the other hand, it also
created a new form of ideal being and object of worship, the
bodhisattva.

Contemporary developments in Hindu devotionalism
(bhakti) probably played an important role in the develop-
ment of Buddhist liturgies of worship (p#a), but it would
be a mistake to assume that the beginnings of Mahayana
faith and ritual can be explained adequately by attributing
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them merely to external theistic influences. For instance, the
growth of a faith in rebirth in “purified Buddha fields,”
realms of the cosmos in which the merit and power of Bud-
dhas and bodbisattvas create an environment where birth
without suffering is possible, can be seen as primarily a Bud-
dhist development. The new faith, generalized in India
through the concept of the “Land of Bliss” (the “Pure Land”
of East Asian Buddhism), hinged on faith in the vows of for-
mer bodhisattvas who chose to transfer or dedicate their merit
to the purification of a special “field” or “realm.” The influ-
ence of Iranian religious conceptions seems likely, however,
and one may have to seek some of the roots of this belief
among Central Asian converts.

Formation of a new scriptural tradition. With the new
cult and the new ideology came a new body of scriptures.
Mahayana sitras began to be composed probably around the
beginning of the Christian era, and continued to be com-
posed and redacted until at least the fifth or sixth century CE.
Unlike the canons of the earlier schools, the Mahayana scrip-
tures do not seem to have been collected into formal, closed
canons in the land of their origin—even the collections ed-
ited in China and Tibet were never closed canons.

In its inception Mahayana literature is indistinguishable
from the literature of some of the earlier schools. The
Prajiiaparamita text attributed to the Parvasailas is probably
an earlier version of one of the Mahayana texts of the same
title; the Ramakita probably began as part of a
Mahasamghika canon; and the now lost Dhdrani Pitaka of
the Dharmaguptaka school probably contained prototypes of
the dhbarani-sitras of the Mahayana tradition. The
Mahayanist monks never gave up the pre-Mahayana Vinaya.
Many followed the Dharmaguptaka version, some the
Mahasamghika. Even the Vinaya of a school that fell squarely
into the Hinayana camp, the Sarvastivada, was used as the
basis for Mahayana monastic rule.

Still, the focus of much Mahayana rhetoric, especially
in the earlier strata of the literature, is the critique of
non-Mahayana forms of Buddhism, especially the ideal of
the arhat. This is one of the leading themes of a work now
believed to represent an early stage in the development of
Mahayana, the Rastrapalapariprceha, a text of the Ratnakita
class. In this text, the monastic life is still exalted above all
other forms of spiritual life, but the bodhisattva vows are
presented for the first time as superior to the mere monastic
VOWS.

It is difficult, if not impossible, to establish with any de-
gree of certainty the early history of Mahayana literature. It
seems, however, that the earliest extant Mahayana sizra is the
Astasabasrikaprajiidgparamita, or its verse rendering, the
Ratnagunasamcayagithi. Both reflect a polemic within Bud-
dhism, centering on a critique of the “low aspirations” of
those Buddhists who chose not to take the vows of the bodhi-
sattvas. The Ratnaguna defines the virtues of the bodbisattva,
empbhasizing the transcendental insight or “perfect wisdom”
(prajaaparamitd) that frees him from all forms of attachment

and preconceived notions—including notions of purity and
world renunciation. An important aspect or complement of
this wisdom is skill in means (upayakausalya)—defined here
as the capacity to adapt thought, speech, and action to cir-
cumstances and to the ultimate purpose of Buddhist practice,
freedom from attachment. This virtue allows the bodhisattva
to remain in the world while being perfectly free from the
world.

The Astasahasriki treats these same concepts, but also
expands the concept of merit in at least two directions: (1)
dedication of merit to awakening means here seeing through
the illusion of merit as well as applying merit to the path of
liberation; and (2) dedication of merit is an act of devotion
to insight (wisdom, prajfid). As the goal and ground of all
perfections (Paramita), Perfection of Wisdom is personified
as the Mother of All Buddhas. She gives birth to the mind
of awakening, but she is present in concrete form in the Sa-
cred Book itself. Thus, the Asasahasrikaprajiaparamiri
Sitra is at the same time the medium expressing a sophisti-
cated doctrine of salvation by insight and skill in means, the
rationalization of a ritual system, and the object of worship.

Another early Mahayana text, the Saddharmapundarika
(Lotus Sutra), also attacks the arbat ideal. This sitra is con-
sidered the paradigmatic text on the developed Buddhology
of the Mahayana: the Buddha is presented as a supernatural
being, eternal, unchanging; at the same time he is Buddha
by virtue of the fact that he has become free from all concep-
tions of being and nonbeing. The Buddha never astained
awakening or nirvana—because he is Buddhahood, and has
been in awakening and nirvana since eternity, but also be-
cause there is no Buddhahood or nirvina to be attained.

The widespread, but clearly not exclusively popular, be-
lief in the Land of Bliss (Sukhavati) finds expression in two
texts of the latter part of the early period (c. first to second
century CE). The two Sukhivati sttras express a faith in the
saving grace of the bodhisattva Dharmakara, who under a for-
mer Buddha made the vow to purify his own Buddha field.
The vows of this bodhisartva guarantee rebirth in his Land
of Bliss to all those who think on him with faith. Rebirth in
his land, furthermore, guarantees eventual enlightenment
and liberation. The Indian history of these two texts, howev-
er, remains for the most part obscure.

The attitude of early Mahayana satras to laity and to
women is relatively inconsistent. Thus, the Ugradatta-
pariprechd and the Updsakasila, while pretending to preach
a lay morality, use monastic models for the householder’s
life. But compared to the earlier tradition, the Mahayana
represents a significant move in the direction of a religion
that is less ascetic and monastic in tone and intent. Some
Mahayana sitras of the early period place laypersons in a
central role. The main character in the Gandavyiiha, for in-
stance, is a young lay pilgrim who visits a number of bodhi-
sattvas in search of the teaching. Among his teachers we find
laymen and laywomen, as well as female night spirits and ce-
lestial bodhisartvas. The Vimalakirtinirdesa is more down-to-
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earth in its exaltation of the lay ideal. Although not without
its miraculous events, it represents the demythologizing ten-
dencies of Mahayana, which are often carried out to the ex-
treme of affirming that the metaphoric meaning of one doc-
trine is exactly its opposite.

THE DEVELOPMENT OF MAHAYANA. Although Buddhism
flourished during the classical age of the Guptas, the cultural
splendor in which it grew was also the harbinger of Hindu
dominance. Sanskrit returned as the lingua franca of the sub-
continent, and Hindu devotionalism began to displace the
ideals of the Indic period. Mahayana must have been a divid-
ed movement even in its inception. Some of the divisions
found in the Hinayana or pre-Mahayana schools from which
Mahayana originated must have carried through into
Mahayana itself. Unfortunately, we know much less of the
early sectarian divisions in the movement than we know of
the Eighteen Schools. It is clear, for instance, that the con-
ception of the bodhisattva found among the Mahasamghikas
is different from that of the Sarvastivadins. It appears also
that the Prajidptividins conceived of the unconditioned
dharmas in a manner different from other early schools.
However, though we may speculate that some of these differ-
ences influenced the development of Mahayana, we have no
solid evidence.

As pre-Mahayana Buddhism had developed a scholastic
system to bolster its ideological position, Mahayana devel-
oped special forms of scholarly investigation. A new synthe-
sis, in many ways far removed from the visionary faith under-
lying the religious aspects of Mahayana, grew in the
established monasteries partly as a critique of earlier scholas-
tic formulations, partly due to the need to explain and justify
the new faith. Through this intellectual function the monas-
tery reasserted its institutional position. Both monk and lay-
man participated in giving birth to Mahayana and maintain-
ing its social and liturgical life, but the intellectual leadership
remained monastic and conservative. Therefore, Mahayana
reform brought with it an element of continuity—monastic
institutions and codes—that could be at the same time a
cause for fossilization and stagnation. The monasteries
would eventually grow to the point where they became a bur-
den on society, at the same time that, as institutions of con-
servatism, they failed to adapt to a changing society.

Still, from the beginning of the Gupta dynasty to the
earlier part of the Pala dynasty the monasteries were centers
of intellectual creativity. They continued to be supported
under the Guptas, especially Kumara Gupta I (414-455),
who endowed a major monastery in a site in Bihar originally
consecrated to Sariputra. This monastic establishment, called
Nalanda after the name of a local genie, probably had been
active as a center of learning for several decades before
Kumiara Gupta decided to give it special recognition. It
would become the leading institution of higher learning in
the Buddhist world for almost a thousand years. Together
with the university of Valabhi in western India, Nalanda rep-
resents the scholastic side of Mahayana, which coexisted with
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a nonintellectual (not necessarily “popular”) dimension, the
outlines of which appear through archaeological remains,
certain aspects of the satra literature, and the accounts of
Chinese pilgrims.

Some texts suggest a conflict between forest and city
dwellers that may in fact reflect the expected tension between
the ascetic and the intellectual, or the meditator and the reli-
gious politician. But, lest this simple schema obliterate im-
portant aspects of Buddhist religious life, one must note that
there is plentiful evidence of intense and constant interaction
between the philosopher, the meditator, and the devotee—
often all three functions coinciding in one person. Further-
more, the writings of great philosophical minds like Asanga,
Santideva, and Aryadeva suggest an active involvement of the
monk-bodhisattva in the social life of the community. The
nonintellectual dimensions of the religion, therefore, must
be seen as one aspect of a dialectic that resolved itself in syn-
thesis as much as rivalry, tension, or dissonance.

Mahayana faith and devotion, moreover, was in itself a
complex phenomenon, incorporating a liturgy of the High
Tradition (e.g., the Hymn to the Three Bodies of the Buddha,
attributed to Advaghosa) with elements of the nonliterary
and non-Buddhist religion (e.g., pilgrimage cycles and the
cult of local spirits, respectively), as well as generalized beliefs
such as the dedication of merit and the hope of rebirth in
a purified Buddha Land.

Developments in doctrine. In explaining the appear-
ance of Mahayana, two extremes should be avoided carefully.
On the one hand, one can exaggerate the points of continuity
that link Mahayana with pre-Mahayana Buddhism; on the
other, one can make a distinction so sharp that Mahayana
appears as a radical break with the past, rather than a gradual
process of growth. The truth lies somewhere between these
two extremes: although Mahayana can be understood as a
logical expansion of earlier Buddhist doctrine and practice,
it is difficult to see how the phenomenon could be explained
without assuming major changes in the social fabric of the
Indian communities that provided the base for the religion.
These changes, furthermore, are suggested by historical evi-
dence.

The key innovations in doctrine can be divided into
those that are primarily critiques of early scholastic con-
structs and those that reflect new developments in practice.
In both types, of course, one should not ignore the influence
of visionary or contemplative experience; but this aspect of
the religion, unfortunately, cannot always be documented
adequately. The most important doctrine of practical conse-
quence was the bodhisattva doctrine; the most important the-
oretical development was the doctrine of emptiness
($nyatd). The first can be understood also as the result of
a certain vision of the concrete manifestation of the sacred;
the second, as the expression of a new type of mystical or
contemplative experience.

The bodhisattva. In pre-Mahayana Buddhism the term
bodhisattva referred primarily to the figure of a Buddha from
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the time of his adoption of the vow to attain enlightenment
to the point at which he attained Buddhahood. Even when
used as an abstract designation of an ideal of perfection, the
value of the ideal was determined by the goal: liberation from
suffering. In the teachings of some of the Hinayana schools,
however, the bodhisattva became an ideal with intrinsic
value: to be a bodbisattva meant to adopt the vow
(pranidhana) of seeking perfect awakening for the sake of liv-
ing beings; that is, to follow the example set by the altruistic
dedication of the Buddha in his former lives, when he was
a bodbisattva, and not to aspire merely to individual libera-
tion, as the arbars were supposed to have done. The
Mahayana made this critique its own, and the bodbisartva
ideal its central religious goal.

This doctrinal stance accompanied a shift in mythology
that has been outlined above: the belief in multiple bodhisatt-
vas and the development of a complex legend of the former
lives of the Buddha. There was likewise a change in ritual
centered around the cult of the bodhisattva, especially of
mythical bodhisattvas who were believed to be engaged in the
pursuit of awakening primarily, if not exclusively, for the
sake of assisting beings in need or distress. Closely allied with
this was the increasing popularity of the recitation of bodhi-
sattva vows.

Whereas the bodbisattva of early Buddhism stood for a
human being on his way to become a liberated being, the bo-
dhisattva that appears in the Mahayana reflects the culmina-
tion of a process of change that began when some of the
Hinayana schools extended the apotheosis of the Buddha
Sﬁkyamuni to the bodhisattva—that is, when they idealized
both the Buddha and the spiritual career outlined by the
myth of his previous lives. Mahayana then extended the same
religious revaluation to numerous mythical beings believed
to be far advanced in the path of awakening. Accordingly,
in its mythology Mahayana has more than one object of ven-
eration. Especially in contrast to the more conservative
Hinayana schools (the Sarvastivada and the Theravada, for
instance), Mahayana is the Buddhism of multiple Buddhas
and bodhisattvas, residing in multiple realms, where they as-
sist numberless beings on their way to awakening.

Accordingly, the early ideal of the bodhisattva as future
Buddha is not discarded; rather it is redefined and expanded.
As a theory of liberation, the characteristic position of
Mahayana can be summarized by saying that it emphasizes
bodhi and relegates nirvina to a secondary position. Strictly
speaking, this may represent an early split within the com-
munity rather than a shift in doctrine. One could speculate
that it goes back to conflicting notions of means to liberation
found among the shramanic religions: the conflict between
enstasy and insight as means of liberation. But this analysis
must be qualified by noting that the revaluation of bodhi
must be seen in the context of the bodhisattva vow. The
unique aspiration of the bodhisattva defines awakening as
“awakening for the sake of all sentient beings.” This is a con-
cept that cannot be understood propetly in the context of
disputes regarding the relative importance of insight.

Furthermore, one should note that the displacement of
nirvana is usually effected through its redefinition, not by
means of a rejection of the basic concept of “freedom from
all attachment.” Although the formalized texts of the vows
often speak of the bodhisartva “postponing” his entrance into
nirvana until all living beings are saved, and the Buddha is
asked in prayer to remain in the world without entering
nirvana, the central doctrine implies that a bodhisattva would
not even consider a nirvana of the type sought by the arbar.
The bodhisattva is defined more by his aspiration for a differ-
ent type of nirvipa than by a rejection or postponement of
nirvana as such. The gist of this new doctrine of nirvina can
be summarized in a definition of liberation as a state of peace
in which the liberated person is neither attached to peace nor
attached to the turmoil of the cycle of rebirth. It is variously
named and defined: either by an identity of samsira and
nirvana ot by proposing a nirvana in which one can find no
support (apratisthitanirvana).

As noted above, in the early conception a bodbisartva is
a real human being. This aspect of the doctrine is not lost
in Mahayana, but preserved in the belief that the aspiration
to perfect awakening (the bodhicitta) and the bodhisatrvavow
should be adopted by all believers. By taking up the vow—Dby
conversion or by ritual repetition—the Mahayana Buddhist,
monk or layperson, actualizes the bodhicitta and progresses
toward the goal of becoming a bodhisattva. Also uniquely
Mahayana is the belief that these human aspirants to awak-
ening are not alone—they are accompanied and protected by
“celestial bodhisartvas,” powerful beings far advanced in the
path, so perfect that they are free from both rebirth and liber-
ation, and can now choose freely if, when, and where they
are to be reborn. They engage freely in the process of rebirth
only to save living beings.

What transforms the human and ethical ideal into a reli-
gious ideal, and into the object of religious awe, is the scale
in which the bodhisatrva path is conceived. From the first as-
piration to awakening (bodhicitta) and the affirmation of the
vow to the attainment of final enlightenment and liberation,
countless lives intervene. The bodhisattva has to traverse ten
stages (bhimi), beginning with the intense practice of the vir-
tue of generosity (primarily a lay virtue), passing through
morality in the second stage, patience in the third, then forti-
tude, meditation, insight, skill in means, vows, powers, and
the highest knowledge of a Buddha. The stages, therefore,
correspond with the ten perfections (paramita). Although all
perfections are practiced in every stage, they are mastered in
the order in which they are listed in the scheme of the stages,
suggesting at one end of the spectrum a simple and accessible
practice for the majority of believers, the human bodhisattva,
and at the other end a stage clearly unattainable in the realm
of normal human circumstances, reserved for semidivine
Buddhas and bodhisatrvas, the object of worship. Although
some exceptional human beings may qualify for the status
of advanced bodhisattvas, most of these ideal beings are the
mythic objects of religious fervor and imagination.
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Among the mythic or celestial bodhisattvas the figure of
Maitreya—destined to be the next Buddha of this world sys-
tem after Sakyamuni—clearly represents the earliest stage of
the myth. His cult is especially important in East Asian Bud-
dhism. Other celestial bodhisattvas include Mafjuéri, the bo-
dhisattva of wisdom, the patron of scripture, obviously less
important in the general cultus but an important bodbisattva
in monastic devotion. The most important liturgical role is
reserved for Avalokiteévara, the bodhisattva of compassion,
whose central role in worship is attested by archaeology.

Emptiness. The doctrine of emptiness ($#nyata) repre-
sents a refinement of the ancient doctrine of no-self. In some
ways it is merely an extension of the earlier doctrine: the de-
nial of the substantial reality of the self and what belongs to
the self, as a means to effect a breaking of the bonds of attach-
ment. The notion of emptiness, however, expresses a critique
of our common notions of reality that is much more radical
than the critique implicit in the doctrine of no-self. The
Mahayana critique is in fact unacceptable to other Buddhists,
for it is in a manner of speaking a critique of Buddhism.
Emptiness of all things implies the groundlessness of all ideas
and conceptions, including, ultimately, Buddhist doctrines
themselves.

The doctrine of emptiness was developed by the philo-
sophical schools, but clearly inspired by the tradition of the
Mahayana sttras. Thus we read: “Even nirvana is like a mag-
ical creation, like a dream, how much more any other object
or idea (dharma). . .2 Even a Perfect Buddha is like a magi-
cal creation, like a dream. . .” (Astasabasrika, p. 40). The
practical correlate of the doctrine of emptiness is the concept
of “skill in means” (#pdya): Buddhist teachings are not abso-
lute statements about reality, they are means to a higher goal
beyond all views. In their cultural context these two doc-
trines probably served as a way of making Buddhist doctrine
malleable to diverse populations. By placing the truth of
Buddhism beyond the specific content of its religious prac-
tices, these two doctrines justified adaptation to changing
circumstances and the adoption of new religious customs.

But emptiness, like the bodhisattva vows, also reflects
the Mahayana understanding of the ultimate experience of
Buddhism—understood both as a dialectic and a medita-
tional process. This experience can be described as an aware-
ness that nothing is self-existent. Dialectically, this means
that there is no way that the mind can consistently think of
any thing as having an existence of its own. All concepts of
substance and existence vanish when they are examined
closely and rationally. As a religious experience the term emp-
tiness refers to a direct perception of this absence of self-
existence, a perception that is only possible through mental
cultivation, and which is a liberating experience. Liberation,
in fact, has been redefined in a way reminiscent of early texts
such as the Suttanipata. Liberation is now the freedom result-
ing from the negation of all assumptions about reality, even
Buddhist assumptions.

The cessation of grasping and reifying,
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calming the plural mind—this is bliss.

The Buddha never taught any thing/doctrine [dharmal
to anyone anywhere. (Madhyamakakirika 25.24)

Finally, emptiness is also an affirmation of the immanence
of the sacred. Applied to the turmoil of the sphere of rebirth
(samsara), it points to the relative value and reality of the
world and at the same time transforms it into the sacred, the
experience of awakening. Applied to the sphere of liberation
(nirvana), emptiness is a critique of the conception of libera-
tion as a religious goal outside the world of impermanence
and suffering.

Other views of the Absolute. Mahayana developed early
notions of the supernatural and the sacred that guaranteed
an exalted status to the symbols of its mystical and ethical
ideals. Its notion of extraordinary beings populating supernal
Buddha fields and coming to the aid of suffering sentient be-
ings necessitated a metaphysic and cosmology that could
offer concrete images of a transcendent sacred. Accordingly,
the abstract, apophatic concept of emptiness was often quali-
fied by, or even rejected in favor of, positive statements and
concrete images.

Pre-Mahayana traditions had emphasized imperma-
nence and no-self: to imagine that there is permanence in the
impermanent is the most noxious error. Mahayana intro-
duced the notion of emptiness, urging us to give up the no-
tion of permanence, but to give up the notion of imperma-
nence as well. Within the Mahayana camp others proposed
that there was something permanent within the imperma-
nent. Texts like the [Mahayinal Mahaparinirvana Sitra as-
serted that the Buddha himself had taught a doctrine of per-
manence: the seed of Buddhahood, innate enlightenment, is
permanent, blissful, pure—indeed, it is the true self, present
in the impermanent mind and body of sentient beings.

The tathigata as object of worship was associated with
“suchness” (tathata), his saving actions were seen as taking
effect in a world formed in the image of the dharma and its
ultimate truth (dharmadhitu), and his form as repository of
all goodness and virtue represented his highest form.

A doctrine common to all Mahayanists sought to estab-
lish a link between the absolute and common human beings.
The Tathagata was conceived of as having several aspects to
his person: the human Buddha or “Body of Magical Appari-
tion” (nirmdnakdya), that is, the historical persons of Bud-
dhas; the transcendent sacred, the Buddha of the paradises
and Buddha fields, who is also the form that is the object of
worship (sambhogakiya); and the Buddha as Suchness, as
nonduality, the wrhigara as embodiment of the
dharmadhatu, called the “Dharma Body” (dharmakaiya).

Developments in practice. The practice of meditation
was for the Mahayanist part of a ritual process beginning
with the first feelings of compassion for other sentient be-
ings, formulating the vow, including the expression of a
strong desire to save all sentient beings and share one’s merit
with them, followed by the cultivation of the analysis of all
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existents, reaching a pinnacle in the experience of emptiness
but culminating in the dedication of these efforts to the sal-
vation of others.

Worship and ritual. The uniquely Mahayana aspect of
the ritual is the threefold service (triskandhaka). Variously
defined, this bare outline of the essential Mahayana ritual is
explained by the seventh-century poet Santideva as consist-
ing of a confession of sins, formal rejoicing at the merit of
others, and a request to all Buddhas that they remain in the
world for the sake of suffering sentient beings. A pious Bud-
dhist was expected to perform this threefold ritual three
times in the day and three times in the night.

A text known as the Triskandhaka, forming part of the
Upalipariprecha, proves the central role of confession and
dedication of merit. The act of confession is clearly a contin-
uation of the ancient Pratimoksa ritual. Other elements of
continuity include a link with early nonliterary tradition
(now integrated into scripture) in the role of the dedication
of merit, and a link with the general Buddhist tradition of
the Three Refuges.

More complicated liturgies were in use. Several versions
remain in the extant literature. Although many of them are
said to be “the sevenfold service” (saptavidhanuttarapija),
the number seven is to be taken as an abstract number. The
most important elements of the longer liturgies are the salu-
tation to the Buddhas and bodhisattvas, the act of worship,
the act of contrition, delight in the merit of others, and the
dedication of merit. Xuanzang, the seventh-century Chinese
pilgrim to India, describes, albeit cursorily, some of the litur-
gies in use in the Indian monasteries of his time.

Most common forms of ritual, however, must have been
less formalized and less monkish. The common rite is best
represented by the litany of Avalokite$vara, preserved in the
literature and the monuments. In its literary form it is a sol-
emn statement of the bodhisattva’s capacity to save from peril
those who call on his name. But in actual practice, one can
surmise, the cult of Avalokite$vara included then, as it does
today in East Asia, prayers of petition and apotropaic invoca-
tions.

The basic liturgical order of the literary tradition was
embellished with elements from general Indian religious cus-
tom, especially from the styles of worship called p#ja. These
included practices such as bathing the sacred image, carrying
it in procession, offering cloth, perfume, and music to the
icon, and so forth.

Ritual practices were also expanded in the monastic tra-
dition. For instance, another text also going by the title 774s-
kandhaka (but preserved only in Tibetan translation) shows
an intimate connection between ritual and meditation, as it
integrates—like many monastic manuals of meditation—the
typical daily ritual cycle with a meditation session.

Meditation. The practice of meditation was as impor-
tant in the Mahayana tradition as it had been before. The
maps of the path and the meditation manuals of Mahayana

Buddhists give us accounts, if somewhat idealized ones, of
the process of meditation. Although no systematic history of
Mahayana meditation has been attempted yet, it is obvious
that there are important synchronic and diachronic differ-
ences among Mahayana Buddhists in India. Considering,
nevertheless, only those elements that are common to the
various systems, one must note first an element of continuity
with the past in the use of a terminology very similar to that
of the Mahi$asakas and the Sarvastivada, and in the accep-
tance, with little change, of traditional lists of objects and
states of contemplation.

The interpretation of the process, however, and the defi-
nition of the higher stages of contemplation differed radically
from that of the Hinayana schools. The principal shift is in
the definition of the goal as a state in which the object of con-
templation (@lambana) is no longer present to the mind
(nirdlambana). All the mental images (or “marks,” nimitta,
samjad) that form the basis for conceptual thought and at-
tachment must be abandoned through a process of mental
calm and analysis, until the contemplative reaches a state of
peaceful concentration free of mental marks (animitta), free
of conceptualizations (nirvikalpa-samadhi).

These changes in contemplative theory are closely con-
nected to the abandonment of the dharma theory and the
doctrine of no-self as the theoretical focus of speculative mys-
ticism. One may say that the leading theme of Mahayana
contemplative life is the meditation on emptiness. But one
must add that the scholastic traditions are very careful to de-
fine the goal as constituted by both emptiness and compas-
sion (karund). The higher state of freedom from conceptions
(the “supramundane knowledge”) must be followed by re-
turn to the world to fulfill the vows of the bodhisattva—the
highest contemplative stage is, at least in theory, a prepara-
tion for the practice of compassion.

The new ethics. The bodpisattva ideal also implied new
ethical notions. Two themes prevail in Mahayana ethical
speculation: the altruistic vow and life in the world. Both
themes reflect changes in the social context of Buddhism: a
greater concern, if not a stronger role for, lay life and its
needs and aspirations and a cultural context requiring uni-
versal social values. The altruistic ideal is embodied in the
bodpisattva vows and in the creation of a new set of ethical
rules, commonly known as the “Bodhisattva Vinaya.” A
number of Mahiyana texts are said to represent this new
“Vinaya.” Among these, the Bodhisattvapritimoksa was espe-
cially important in India. It prescribes a liturgy for the ritual
adoption of the bodhisattva vows, which is clearly based on
the earlier rites of ordination (upasampada). Although the
Mahayana Vinaya Sttras never replaced in India the earlier
monastic codes, they preserved and transmitted important,
and at times obligatory, rites of monastic and lay initiation,
and were considered essential supplements to traditional mo-
nastic Vinaya.

THE HiGH TRADITION AND THE UNIVERSITIES. The most
important element in the institutionalization of Mahayana
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was perhaps the establishment of Buddhist universities. In
these centers of learning the elaboration of Buddhist doctrine
became the most important goal of Buddhist monastic life.
First at Nalanda and Valabhi, then, as the Pala dynasty took
control of East Central India (c. 650), at the universities of
Vikramasila and Odantapuri, Mahayana scholars trained
disciples from different parts of the Buddhist world and elab-
orated subtle systems of textual interpretation and philo-
sophical speculation.

The Mahayana synthesis. Although eventually they
would not be able to compete with more resilient forms of
Buddhism and Hinduism, the Mahayana scholars played a
leading role in the creation of a Mahayana synthesis that
would satisfy both the intelligentsia and the common believ-
ers for at least five hundred years. Devotion, ritual, ethics,
metaphysics, and logic formed part of this monument to In-
dian philosophical acumen. Even as the ruthless Mihirakula,
the Ephthalite (“White”) Hun, was invading India from the
northwest (c. 500-528) and the Chalukya dynasty was con-
tributing to a Hindu renaissance in the southwest (c. 550—
753), India allowed for the development of great minds—
such distinguished philosophical figures as Dignaga and
Sthiramati, who investigated subtle philosophical issues. Per-
secution by Mihirakula (c. 550) was followed by the reign
of one of the great patrons of Buddhism, Harsa Vardhana
(c. 605-647). Once more Buddhism was managing to sur-
vive on the seesaw of Indian politics.

Schools. The scholastic tradition of Mahayana can be di-
vided into three schools: Madhyamika (Madhyamaka),
Yogacara, and the school of Saramati. The first two dominat-
ed the intellectual life of Mahayana in India. The third had
a short-lived but important influence on Tibet, and indirect-
ly may be considered an important element in the develop-
ment of East Asian Buddhism.

Madhyamika. The founder of this school can also be
regarded as the father of Mahayana scholasticism and philos-
ophy. Nagarjuna (fl. c. 150 CE) came from South India, pos-
sibly from the Amaravati region. Said to have been the advi-
sor to one of the Satavahana monarchs, he became the first
major philosopher of Mahayana and a figure whose ideas in-
fluenced all its schools. The central theme of his philosophy
is emptiness (§@nyatd) understood as a corollary of the
pre-Mahayana theory of dependent origination. Emptiness
is the Middle Way between affirmations of being and nonbe-
ing. The extremes of existence and nonexistence are avoided
by recognizing certain causal relations (e.g., the path and lib-
eration) without predicating a self-existence or immutable
essence (svabhava) to either cause or effect. To defend his
views without establishing a metaphysical thesis, Nagarjuna
argues by reducing to the absurd all the alternative philo-
sophical doctrines recognized in his day. For his own “sys-
tem,” Nagarjuna claims to have no thesis to affirm beyond
his rejection of the affirmations and negations of all meta-
physical systems. Therefore, Nagarjuna’s system is “the

school of the Middle” (madhyamaka) both as an ontology
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(neither being nor nonbeing) and as a logic (neither affirma-
tion nor negation). In religious terms, Nagarjuna’s Middle
Way is summarized in his famous statement that samsira and
nirvana are the same.

Three to four centuries after Nagarjuna the
Madhyamika school split into two main branches, called
Prasangika and Svatantrika. The first of these, represented
by Buddhapalita (c. 500) and Candrakirti (c. 550-600),
claimed that in order to be faithful to the teachings of
Nagarjuna, philosophers had to confine themselves to the
critique of opposing views by reductio ad absurdum. The
Svatantrikas, on the other hand, claimed that the
Madhyamika philosopher had to formulate his own thesis;
in particular, he needed his own epistemology. The main ex-
ponent of this view was Buddhapalita’s great critic
Bhavaviveka (c. 500—550). The debate continued for some
time but was eclipsed by other philosophical issues; for the
Madhyamika school eventually assimilated elements of other
Mahayana traditions, especially those of the logicians and the
Yogacarins.

Madhyamika scholars also contributed to the develop-
ment of religious literature. Several hymns (stava) are attri-
buted to Nagarjuna. His disciple Aryadeva discusses the bo-
dhisattvd’s career in his Bodhisattva-yogicira-catubsataka,
although the work deals mostly with philosophical issues.
Two anthological works, one attributed to Nagarjuna, the
Sutrasamuccaya, and the other to the seventh-century
Santideva, the Siks’zimmucmyﬂ, became guides to the ritual
and ethical practices of Mahiyana. Santideva also wrote a
“guide” to the bodhisattva’s career, the Bodhicaryivatira, a
work that gives us a sampling of the ritual and contemplative
practices of Madhyamika monks, as well as a classical survey
of the philosophical issues that engaged their attention.

Yogacara. Approximately two centuries after
Nagarjuna, during the transition period from Kushan to
Gupta power, a new school of Mahayana philosophy arose
in the northwest. The founders of this school, the brothers
Asanga (c. 310-390) and Vasubandhu (c. 320-400), had
begun as scholars in the Hinayana schools. Asanga, the elder
brother, was trained in the Mahiasaka school. Many impor-
tant features of the Abhidharma theories of this school re-
mained in Asanga’s Mahayana system. Vasubandhu, who
converted to Mahayana after his brother had become an es-
tablished scholar of the school, began as a Sautrantika with
an extraordinary command of Sarvastivadin theories. There-
fore, when he did become a Mahayanist he too brought with
him a Hinayana scholastic grid on which to organize and ra-
tionalize Mahayana teachings.

The school founded by the two brothers is known as the
Yogicara, perhaps following the title of Asaniga’s major work,
the Yogicarabhiimi (sometimes attributed to Maitreya), but
clearly expressing the centrality of the practice of self-
cultivation, especially through meditation. In explaining the
experiences arising during the practice of yoga, the school
proposes the two doctrines that characterize it: (1) the experi-
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ence of enstasy leads to the conviction that there is nothing
but mind (citamarraza), or the world is nothing but a per-
ceptual construct (vijaaptimatrard); (2) the analysis of mind
carried out during meditation reveals different levels of per-
ception or awareness, and, in the depths of consciousness,
the basis for rebirth and karmic determination, a storehouse
consciousness (dlaya-vijfidna) containing the seeds of former
actions. Varying emphasis on these two principles character-
ize different modes of the doctrine. The doctrine of mind-
only dominates Vasubandhu’s Vimsatiki and Trimsika; the
analysis of the d@laya-vijfidna is more central to Asanga’s doc-
trine. Since both aspects of the doctrine can be understood
as theories of consciousness (vijfiana), the school is some-
times called VijAanavada.

One of the first important divisions within the Yogacara
camp reflected geographical as well as doctrinal differences.
The school of Valabhi, following Sthiramati (c. 500-560),
opposed the Yogacarins of Nalanda, led by Dharmapala (c.
530-561). The point at issue, whether the pure mind is the
same as the storehouse consciousness, illustrates the subtle-
ties of Indian philosophical polemics but also reflects the in-
fluence of another school, the school of Saramati, as well as
the soteriological concerns underlying the psychological the-
ories of Yogacara. The debate on this point would continue
in the Madhyamika school, involving issues of the theory of
perception as well as problems in the theory of the liberated
mind.

Tathigata-garbha theory. Another influential school
followed the tendency—already expressed in
Mahayana sitras—toward a positive definition or descrip-
tion of ultimate reality. The emphasis in this school was on

some

the ontological basis for the experience and virtues of Bud-
dhahood. This basis was found in the underlying or innate
Buddhahood of all beings. The school is known under two
names; one describes its fundamental doctrine, the theory of
tathigata-garbha (the presence of the Tathagata in all be-
ings), the other refers to its purported systematizer, Saramati
(c. 350-450). The school’s emphasis on a positive founda-
tion of being associates it closely with the thought of
Maitreyanatha, the teacher of Asanga, to whom is often attri-
buted one of the fundamental texts of the school, the
Ratnagotravibhiga. It may be that Maitreya’s thought gave
rise to two lines of interpretation—rtathigata-garbha and
cittamatrata.

Saramati wrote a commentary on the Ratnago-
travibhaga in which he explains the process whereby innate
Buddhahood becomes manifest Buddhahood. The work is
critical of the theory of emptiness and describes the positive
attributes of Buddhahood. The bodhisattva’s involvement in
the world is seen not so much as the abandonment of the
bliss of liberation as it is the manifestation of the Absolute
(dharmadhatu) in the sphere of sentient beings, a concept
that can be traced to Mahasamghika doctrines. The
dharmadhitu is a positive, metaphysical absolute, not only
eternal, but pure, the locus of ethical, soteric, and epistemo-

logical value. This absolute is also the basis for the gotra, or
spiritual lineage, which is a metaphor for the relative poten-
tial for enlightenment in living beings.

The logicians. An important development in Buddhist
scholarship came about as a result of the concern of scholas-
tics with the rules of debate and their engagement in philo-
sophical controversies with Hindu logicians of the Nyaya
school. Nagarjuna and Vasubandhu wrote short treatises on
logic, but a creative and uniquely Buddhist logic and episte-
mology did not arise until the time of Dignaga (c. 480-540),
a scholar who claimed allegiance to Yogacara but adopted a
number of Sautrantika doctrines. The crowning achievement
of Buddhist logic was the work of Dharmakirt (c. 600-
650), whose Pramanavarttika and its Vrtti revised critically
the whole field. Although his work seems on the surface not
relevant for the history of religion, it is emblematic of the di-
rection of much of the intellectual effort of Mahayana schol-
ars after the fifth century.

Yogicara-Maidhyamika philosophers. As India moved
away from the security of the Gupta period, Mahayana Bud-
dhist philosophy gradually moved in the direction of eclecti-
cism. By the time the university at Vikramasila was founded
in the eighth century the dominant philosophy at Nalanda
was a combination of Madhyamika and Yogacara, with the
latter as the qualifying term and Madhyamika as the core of
the philosophy. This movement had roots in the earlier
Svatantrika Madhyamika and like its predecessor favored the
formulation of ontological and epistemological theses in de-
fense of Nagarjuna’s fundamental doctrine of emptiness. The
most distinguished exponent of this school was Santiraksita
(c. 680—740); but some of his theories were challenged from
within the movement by his contemporary Jhanagarbha
(c. 700-760). The greatest contribution to religious thought,
however, came from their successors. Kamalasila (c. 740—
790), a disciple of Santiraksita who continued the latter’s
mission in Tibet, wrote a number of brilliant works on di-
verse aspects of philosophy. He traveled to Tibet, where he
wrote three treatises on meditation and the bodhisartva path,
each called Bhavandkrama, which must be counted among
the jewels of Indian religious thought.

New scriptures. The philosophers found their main
source of inspiration in the Mahayana siitras, most of which
did not advocate clearly defined philosophical theories. Some
satras, however, do express positions that can be associated
with the doctrines of particular schools. Although scholars
agree that these compositions are later than texts without a
clear doctrinal affiliation, the connection between the siitras
and the schools they represent is not always clear.

For instance, some of the characteristic elements of the
school of Saramati are clearly pre-Mahayanic, and can also
be found in a number of sitras from the Avatamsaka and
Ratnakita collections. However, Saramati appealed to a se-
lect number of Mahayana sitras that clustered around the
basic themes of the school. Perhaps the most famous is
the Srimailidevisimhanida, but equally important are the
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(Mahayana) Mahdparinirvana Sitra, the Aninatvapiir-
natvanirdesa, and the Dharanirdja.

A number of Mahayana siitras of late composition were
closely associated with the Yogacara school. Although they
were known already at the time of Asanga and Vasubandhu,
in their present form they reflect a polemic that presupposes
some form of proto-Yogacara theory. Among these the
Lasikavatira and the Samdpinirmocana are the most impor-
tant from a philosophical point of view. The first contains
an early form of the theory of levels of vijiiana.

Decline of Mahayana. It is difficult to assess the nature
and causes of the decay of Mahayana in India. Although it
is possible to argue that the early success of Mahayana led
to a tendency to look inward, that philosophers spent their
time debating subtle metaphysical, logical, or even grammat-
ical points, the truth is that even during the period of techni-
cal scholasticism, constructive religious thought was not dor-
mant. But it may be that as Mahayana became more
established and conventional, the natural need for religious
revival found expression in other vehicles. Most likely
Mahayana thinkers participated in the search for new forms
of expression, appealing once more to visionary, revolution-
ary and charismatic leaders. But the new life gradually would
adopt an identity of its own, first as Tantric Buddhism, even-
tually as Hinduism. For, in adopting Tantric practices and
symbols, Mahayana Buddhists appealed to a symbolic and
ritual world that fit naturally with a religious substratum that
was about to become the province of Hinduism.

The gradual shift from Mahayana to Tantra seems to
have gained momentum precisely at the time when
Mahayana philosophy was beginning to lose its creative ener-
gy. We know of Tantric practices at Nalanda in the seventh
century. These practices were criticized by the Nalanda
scholar Dharmakirti but apparently were accepted by most
distinguished scholars of the same institution during the fol-
lowing century. As Tantra gained respectability, the Pala
monarchs established new centers of learning, rivaling
Nalanda. We may say that the death of its great patron, King
Harsa, in 657 signals the decline of Mahayana, whereas the
construction of the University of Vikramasila under
Dharmapala about the year 800 marks the beginning of the
Tantric period.

TANTRIC INNOVATIONS. As with Mahdyana, we must as-
sume that Tantra reflects social as well as religious changes.
Because of the uncertainties of the date of its origin, however,
few scholars have ventured any explanation for the arising of
Tantra. Some advocate an early origin for Tantra, suggesting
that the literature existed as an esoteric practice for many
centuries before it ever came to the surface. If this were the
case, then Tantra must have existed as some kind of under-
ground movement long before the sixth century. But this
theory must still explain the sudden appearance of Tantrism
as a mainstream religion.

In its beginnings, Buddhist Tantra may have been a mi-
nority religion, essentially a private cult incorporating ele-
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ments from the substratum frowned upon by the Buddhist
establishment. It echoed ancient practices such as the critical
rites of the Arharvaveda tradition, and the initiatory ceremo-
nies, Aryan and non-Aryan, known to us from other Brah-
manic sources. Starting asa marginal phenomenon, it even-
tually gained momentum, assuming the same role Mahayana
had assumed earlier; a force of innovation and a vehicle for
the expression of dissatisfaction with organized religion. The
followers of Tantra became the new critics of the establish-
ment. Some asserted the superiority of techniques of ritual
and meditation that would lead to a direct, spontaneous real-
ization of Buddhahood in this life. As wandering saints called
siddhas (“possessed of siddhi,” 1. e., realization or magical
power), they assumed the demeanor of madmen, and aban-
doned the rules of the monastic code. Others saw Tantra as
the culmination of Mahayana and chose to integrate it with
earlier teachings, following established monastic practices
even as they adopted beliefs that challenged the traditional
assumptions of Buddhist monasticism.

The documented history of Tantra, naturally, reveals
more about the second group. It is now impossible to estab-
lish with all certainty how the substratum affected Buddhist
Tantra—whether, for instance, the metaphoric use of sexual
practices preceded their explicit use, or vice versa. But is
seems clear that the new wandering ascetics and their ideolo-
gy submitted to the religious establishment even as they
changed it. Tantra followed the pattern of cooperation with
established religious institutions set by Mahayana in its rela-
tionship to the early scholastic establishment. Tantric monks
would take the bodbisattva vows and receive monastic ordi-
nation under the pre-Mahayana code. Practitioners of Tan-
tra would live in the same monastery with non-Tantric
Mahayana monks. Thus Tantric Buddhism became integrat-
ed into the Buddhist high tradition even as the siddhas con-
tinued to challenge the values of Buddhist monasticism.

Although it seems likely that Tantric Buddhism existed
as a minority, esoteric practice among Mahayana Buddhists
before it made its appearance on the center stage of Indian
religion, it is now impossible to know for how long and in
what form it existed before the seventh century. The latter
date alone is certain because the transmission of Tantra to
China is marked by the arrival in the Chinese capitals of
Tantric masters like Subhakarasimha (arrives in Ch’ang-an
716) and Vajrabodhi (arrives in Lo-yang 720), and we can
safely assume that the exportation of Tantra beyond the Indi-
an border could not have been possible without a flourishing
activity in India. Evidence for an earlier origin is found in
the occasional reference, critical or laudatory, to mantras and
dharanis in the literature of the century
(Dharmakirti, Sintideva) and the presence of proto-Tantric
elements in Mahayana sitras that must date from at least the
fourth century (Gandavyiiha, Vimalakirtinirdesa, Saddhar-
mapundarika).

seventh

Tantra in general makes use of ritual, symbolic, and
doctrinal elements of earlier form of Buddhism. Especially
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the apotropaic and mystical formulas called mantras and
dharanis gain a central role in Tantrayana. The Mahamayiri,
a proto-Tantric text of the third or fourth century, collects
apotropaic formulas associated with local deities in different
parts of India. Some of these formulas seem to go back to
parittas similar to those in the Pali canonical text Atanatiya
Suttanta (Digha Nikaya no. 32). Although one should not
identify the relatively eatly, and pan-Buddhist, genre of the
dharani and paritta with the Tantrayana, the increased use
of these formulas in most existing forms of Buddhism, and
the appearance of dhirani-sitras in late Mahayana literature
perhaps marks a shift towards greater emphasis on the magi-
cal dimension of Buddhist faith. The Mahayana sitras also
foreshadow Tantra with their doctrine of the identity of the
awakened and the afflicted minds (Dharmasangiti,
Vimalakirtinirdesa), and innate Buddhahood (Tathagata-
garbha siitras).

Varieties of Tantra. Whatever may have been its pre-
history, as esoteric or exoteric practice, the new movement—
sometimes called the third yana, Tantrayana—was as com-
plex and fragmented as earlier forms of Buddhism. A some-
what artificial, but useful classification distinguishes three
main types of Tantra: Vajrayana, Sahajayana, and Kalacakra
Tantra. The first established the symbolic terminology and
the liturgy that would characterize all forms of the tradition.
Many of these iconographic and ritual forms are described
in the Manjusrimilakalpa (finished in its extant form
c. 750), the Mahavairocana Siitra, and the Vajrasekbhara (or
Tattvasamgraha) Sitra, which some would, following East
Asian traditions, classify under a different, more primitive
branch of Tantra called “Mantrayana.” The Sahajayana was
dominated by long-haired, wandering siddhas, who openly
challenged and ridiculed the Buddhist establishment. They
referred to the object of their religious experience as “the
whore,” both as a reference to the sexual symbolism of ritual
Tantra and as a challenge to monastic conceptions of spiritu-
al purity, but also as a metaphor for the universal accessibility
of enlightenment. The Kalacakra tradition is the farthest re-
moved from earlier Buddhist traditions, and shows a stronger
influence from the substratum. It incorporates concepts of
messianism and astrology not attested elsewhere in Buddhist
literature.

Unfortunately, the history of all three of these move-
ments is clouded in legend. Tibetan tradition considers the
Mantrayana a third “turning of the wheel [of the dharma]”
(with Mahayana as the second), taking place in
Dhanyakataka (Andhra) sixteen years after the enlighten-
ment. But this is patently absurd. As a working hypothesis,
we can propose that there was an early stage of Mantrayana
beginning in the fourth century. The term Vajrayana could
be used then to describe the early documented manifesta-
tions of Tantric practice, especially in the high tradition of
the Ganges River valley after the seventh century.

Sahajayana is supposed to have originated with the
Kashmirian yogin Lai-pa (c. 750-800). The carliest docu-

mented Sahajayanists are from Bengal, but probably from
the beginning of the ninth century. Regarding the Kalacakra,
Western scholarship would not accept traditional views of its
ancient origins in the mythic land of Shambhala. It must be
dated not earlier than the tenth century, probably to the be-
ginning of the reign of King Mahipala (c. 974-1026). Its
roots have been sought in the North as well as in the South.

The Vajrayana. The Vajrayana derives its name from
the centrality of the concept of vajra in its symbolism. The
word vajra means both “diamond” and “cudgel.” It is there-
fore a metaphor for hardness and destructiveness. Spiritually,
it represents the eternal, innate state of Buddhahood pos-
sessed by all beings, as well as the cutting edge of wisdom.
The personification of this condition and power is Vajrasatt-
va, a deity and an abstract principle, which is defined as
follows:

By vajra is meant emptiness;
sattva means pure cognition.

The identity of these two is known

as the essence of Vajrasattva. (Advayavajra Samgraha,
p. 24)

Behind this definition is clearly the metaphysics of
Yogacara-Madhyamika thought. Vajrasattva stands for the
nondual experience that transcends both emptiness and pure
mind. In religious terms this principle represents a homology
between the human person and the essence of vajra: in the
human body, in this life, relative and absolute meet.

The innate quality of the nondual is also represented by
the concept of the “thought of awakening” (bodbicitta). But
innate awakening in Vajrayana becomes the goal: enlighten-
ment is present in its totality and perfection in this human
body; the thought of awakening is awakening:

The Thought of Awakening is known to be

Without beginning or end, quiescent,

Free from being and nonbeing, powerful,

Undivided in emptiness and compassion. (Gubyasamaja

18.37)

This identity is established symbolically and ritually by
a series of homologies. For instance, the six elements of the
human body are identified with different aspects of the body
of Mahavairocana, the five constituents of the human per-
sonality (skandhas) are identified with the five forms of Bud-
dha knowledge.

But the most characteristic aspect of Tantric Buddhism
generally is the extension of these homologies to sexual sym-
bolism. The “thought of awakening” is identified with
semen, dormant wisdom with a woman waiting to be insemi-
nated. Therefore, wisdom (prajsid) is conceived as a female
deity. She is a mother (janani), as in the Prajiaparamita liter-
ature; she is the female yogi (yogini); but she is also a low-
caste whore (dombi candali). Skillful means (upaya) are visu-
alized as her male consort. The perfect union of these two
(prajiopdya-yuganaddpa) is the union of the nondual. Be-
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hind the Buddhist interpretation, of course, one discovers
the non-Aryan substratum, with its emphasis on fertility and
the symbolism of the mother goddess. But one may also see
this radical departure from Buddhist monkish prudery as an
attempt to shock the establishment out of self-righteous
complacency.

Because the sexual symbolism can be understood meta-
phorically, most forms of Buddhist Tantra were antinomian
only in principle. Thus, Vajrayana was not without its vows
and rules. As upaya, the symbols of ritual had as their goal
the integration of the Absolute and the relative, not the abro-
gation of the latter. Tantric vows included traditional mo-
nastic rules, the bodhisattvavows, and special Tantric rules—
some of which are contained in texts such as the Vinayasiitra

and the Bodbicittasilidanakalpa.

The practice of the higher mysteries was reserved for
those who had mastered the more elementary Mahayana and
Tantra practices. The hierarchy of practice was established
in systems such as the “five steps” of the Pasicakrama (by the
Tantric Nagarjuna). Generally, the order of study protected
the higher mysteries, establishing the dividing line between
esoteric and exoteric. Another common classification of the
types of Tantra distinguished external daily rituals (Kriya
Tantra), special rituals serving as preparation for meditation,
(Carya Tantra), basic meditation practices (Yoga Tantra),
and the highest, or advanced meditation Tantras (Anut-
tarayoga Tantra). This hermeneutic of sorts served both as
an apologetic and a doctrinal classification of Tantric prac-
tice by distinguishing the audience for which each type of
Tantra was best suited: respectively sravakas, pratyekabudd-
has, Yogacarins, and Madhyamikas.

Elements of Tathagata-garbha theory seem to have been
combined with early totemic beliefs to establish a system of
Tathagata families or clans that also served to define the
proper audience for a variety of teachings. Persons afflicted
by delusion, for instance, belonged to Mahavairocana’s clan,
and should cultivate the homologies and visualizations asso-
ciated with this Buddha—who, not coincidentally, repre-
sents the highest awakening. This system extends the homol-
ogies of skandhas, levels of knowledge, and so forth, to
personality types. This can be understood as a practical psy-
chology that forms part of the Tantric quest for the imma-
nence of the sacred.

The Sahaja (or Sahajiyi) movement. Although tradi-
tional Sahaja master-to-disciple lineages present it as a move-
ment of great antiquity, the languages used in extant Sahaja
literature belong to an advanced stage in the development of
New Indic. These works were written mostly in Apabhramséa
(the Dohakosa) and early Bengali (the Caryagiti). Thus, al-
though their dates are uncertain, they cannot go as far back
as suggested by tradition. Scholars generally agree on a con-
jectural dating of perhaps eighth to tenth century.

Works attributed to Sahaja masters are preserved not
only in New Indian languages (Saraha, c. 750-800, Kanha,
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c. 800-850, Ti-lo-pa, c. 950-1000); a few commentaries
exist in Sanskrit. The latter attest to the influence of the early
wandering siddhas on the Buddhist establishment.

The basic doctrinal stance of the Sahaja movement is no
different from that of Vajrayana: sahaja is the innate princi-
ple of enlightenment, the bodhicitta, to be realized in the
union of wisdom and skillful means. The main difference be-
tween the two types of Tantra is in the lifestyle of the adept.
The Sahajiya was a movement that represented a clear chal-
lenge to the Buddhist establishment: the ideal person was a
homeless madman wandering about with his female consort,
or a householder-sorcerer—either of which would claim to
practice union with his consort as the actualization of what
the high tradition practiced only in symbolic or mystical
form. The Vajrayana soon became integrated into the curric-
ulum of the universities, controlled by the Vinaya and philo-
sophical analysis. It was incorporated into the ordered pro-
gram of spiritual cultivation accepted in the monasteries,
which corresponded to the desired social and political stabili-
ty of the academic institutions and their sponsors. The icon-
oclastic staints of the Sahaja, on the other hand, sought spon-
taneity, and saw monastic life as an obstacle to true
realization. The force of their challenge is seen in quasi-
mythic form in the legend that tells of the bizarre tests to
which the siddha Ti lo pa submitted the great scholar Na ro
pa when the latter left his post at Vikramasila to follow the
half-naked madman Ti lo pa.

This particular Tantric tradition, therefore, best em-
bodied the iconoclastic tendencies found in all of Tantra. It
challenged the establishment in the social as well as the reli-
gious sphere, for it incorporated freely practices from the
substratum and placed women and sexuality on the level of
the sacred. In opposition to the bland and ascetic paradises
of Mahayana—where there were no women or sexual inter-
course— Tantrism identifies the bliss of enlightment with the
great bliss (mahdsukha) of sexual union.

The Kilacakra Tantra. This text has several features
that separate it from other works of the Buddhist tradition:
an obvious political message, suggesting an alliance to stop
the Muslim advance in India, and astrological symbolism
and teachings, among the others. In this work also we meet

the concept of “Adibuddha,” the primordial Buddha,

whence arises everything in the universe.

The high tradition, however, sees the text as remaining
within the main line of Buddhist Tantrism. Its main argu-
ment is that all phenomena, including the rituals of Tantra,
are contained within the initiate’s body, and all aspects of
time are also contained in this body. The concept of time
(kala) is introduced and discussed and its symbolism ex-
plained as a means to give the devotee control over time and
therefore over the impermanent world. The Sekoddesatita,
a commentary on part of the Kailacakra attributed to
Na ro pa (Nadapada, tenth century), explains that the time
(kila) of the Kailacakra is the same as the unchanging
dharmadhaitu, whereas the wheel (cakra) means the manifes-
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tations of time. In Kzilacakra the two, absolute and relative,
prajiid and updya, are united. In this sense, therefore, in spite
of its concessions to the substratum and to the rising tide of
Hinduism, the Kalacakra was also integrated with mainline

Buddhism.

Tantric literature. The word zantra means “thread” or
“weft” and, by extension, “text.” The sacred texts produced
as the new dispensation, esoteric or exoteric, were called Tan-
tras, and formed indeed a literary thread interwoven with the
secret transmission from master to disciple. Some of the most
difficult and profound Tantras were produced in the early
period (before the eighth century); the Mabavairocana,
Gubyasamdja, the eatlier parts of the Masajusrimiilakalpa,
and the Hevajra. By the time Tantra became the dominant
system and, therefore, part of the establishment, a series of
authored works had appeared.
Nagarjuna’s Pajicakrama is among the earliest. The Tantric
Candrakirti (ninth century) wrote a commentary on the
Gubyasamadja, and Buddhaguhya (eighth century) discussed
the Mahavairocana. Sanskrit commentaries eventually were
written to fossilize even the spontaneous poems of the Sahaja
saints.

commentaries and

Tantra and the high tradition. Thus, Tantra too, like
its predecessors, eventually become institutionalized. What
arose as an esoteric, intensely private, visionary and icono-
clastic movement, became a literary tradition, ritualized,
often exoteric and speculative.

We have abundant evidence of a flourishing Tantric cir-
cle at Nalanda, for instance, at least since the late seventh
century. Tantric masters were by that time established mem-
bers of the faculty. Especially during the Pala dynasty, Tan-
tric practices and speculation played a central role in Bud-
dhist This was clearly the period of
institutionalization, a period when Tantra became part of the
mainstream of Buddhism.

universities.

With this transformation the magical origins of Tantra
were partly disguised by a high Tantric licurgy and a theory
of Tantric meditation paralleling earlier, Mahayana theories
of the path. Still, Tantric ritual and meditation retained an
identity of their own. Magic formulas, gestures, and circles
appeared transformed, respectively, into the mystical words
of the Buddhas, the secret gestures of the Buddhas, and
charts (mandalas) of the human psyche and the path.

The mystical diagram (mandala) illustrates the com-
plexity of this symbolism. It is at the same time a chart of
the human person as it is now, a plan for liberation, and a
representation of the transfigured body, the structure of Bud-
dhahood itself. As a magic circle it is the sphere in which spir-
itual forces are evoked and controlled, as religious symbol it
is the sphere of religious progress, experience, and action.
The primitive functions remain: the mandala is still a circle
of power, with apotropaic functions. For each divinity there
is an assigned meaning, a sacred syllable, a color, and a posi-
tion within the mandala. Spiritual forces can thus be evoked

without danger. The sacred syllable is still a charm. The visu-
alization of Buddhas is often inseparable from the evocation
of demons and spirits. New beings populate the Buddhist
pantheon. The Buddhas and bodbisattvas are accompanied
by female consorts—these spiritual sexual partners can be
found in explicit carnal iconographic representations.

Worship and ritual. Whereas the esoteric ritual incor-
porated elements of the substratum into a Buddhist doctrinal
base, the exoteric liturgies of the Tantric high tradition fol-
lowed ritual models from the Mahayina tradition as well as
elements that evince Brahmanic ritual and Hindu worship.
The daily ritual of the Tantric Buddhist presents a number
of analogies of Brahmanic p#ja that cannot be accidental.
But the complete liturgical cycle is still Buddhist. Many ex-
amples are preserved, for instance, in the Sanskrit text
Adikarmapradipa. The ritual incorporates Tantric rites (of-
fering to a mandala, recitation of mantras) into a structure
composed of elements from pre-Mahayana Buddhism (e.g.,
the Refuges), and Mahayana ritual (e.g., confession, vows,
dedication of merit).

More complex liturgies include rites of initiation or con-
secration (abhiseka) and empowerment (adbisthana), rites
that may have roots going as far back as the Atharvaveda. The
burnt-offering rites (homa) also have Vedic and Brahmanic
counterparts. Elements of the substracum are also evident in
the frequent invocation of yaksas and devatas, the propitia-
tion of spirits, and the underlying sexual and alchemical sym-
bolism.

Meditation. The practice of Tantric visualization
(sadhana) was even more a part of ritual than the Mahayana
meditation session. It was always set in a purely ritual frame
similar to the structure of the daily ritual summarized above.
A complete sidhana would integrate pre-Mahayana and
Mahayana liturgical and contemplative processes with Tan-
tric visualization. The meditator would first go through a
gradual process of purification (sometimes including ablu-
tions) usually constructed on the model of the Mahayana
“sevenfold service.” He would then visualize the mystical syl-
lable corresponding to his chosen deity. The syllable would
be transformed into a series of images that would lead finally
to clear visualization of the deity. Once the deity was visual-
ized clearly, the adept would become one with it. But this
oneness was interpreted as the realization of the nondual;
therefore, the deity became the adept as much as the adept
was turned into a deity. Thus, the transcendent could be ac-
tualized in the adept’s life beyond meditation in the fulfill-
ment of the bodhisartva vows.

Tantric doctrine. Tantric symbolism was interpreted in
the context of Mahiayana orthodoxy. It is therefore possible
to explain Tantric theoretical conceptions as a natural devel-
opment from Mahayana. The immanence of Buddhahood
is explicitly connected with the Mahayana doctrine of the
identity of samsira and nirvana and the teachings of those
Yogacarins who believed that consciousness is inherently
pure. The magical symbolism of Tantra can be traced—
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again through explicit references—to the doctrine of the bo-
dhisattva as magician: since the world is like a dream, like a
magical apparition, one can be free of it by knowing the
dream as dream—knowing and controlling the magical illu-
sion as a magician would control it. The bodhisattva (and
therefore the siddha) is able to play the magical trick of the
world without deceiving himself into believing it real.

One should not forget, however, that what is distinc-
tively Tantric is not limited to the externals of ritual and
symbolism. The special symbolism transforms its Mahayana
context because of the specifically Tantric understanding of
immanence. The Buddha is present in the human body in-
nately, but the Buddha nature is manifested only when one
realizes the “three mysteries,” or “three secrets.” It is not
enough to be free from the illusion of the world; one be-
comes free by living 7z illusion in such a way that illusion
becomes the manifestation of Buddhahood. Tantra seeks to
construct an alternative reality, such that a mentally con-
structed world reveals the fundamental illusion of the world
and manifests the mysterious power of the Buddha through
illusion. The human body, the realm of the senses, is to be

transformed into the body of a Buddha, the senses of a
Buddha.

The body, mind, and speech of the Buddha (the Three
Mysteries) have specific characteristics that must be recog-
nized and reproduced. In ritual terms this means that the
adept actualizes Buddhahood when he performs prostrations
and ritual gestures (mudris); he speaks with the voice of the
Buddha when he utters mantras; his mind is the mind of the
Buddha when he visualizes the deity. The magical dimension
is evident: the power of the Buddha lives in the formalized
“demeanor of a Buddha.” But the doctrine also implies trans-
forming the body by a mystical alchemy (rooted in substra-
tum sexual alchemy) from which is derived the soteriological
meaning of the doctrine: the ritual changes the human per-
son into a Buddha, all his human functions become sacred.
Then this person’s mind is the mind of an awakened being,
it knows all things; the body assumes the appearance appro-
priate to save any living being; the voice is able to speak in
the language of any living being needing to be saved.

THE DECLINE OF BUDDHISM IN INDIA. With Harsa’s death
Indian Buddhism could depend only on the royal patronage
of the Pala dynasty of Bihar and Bengal (c. 650-950), who
soon favored the institutions they had founded—
Vikramasila (c. 800), Odantapuri (c. 760). The last shining
lights of Nalanda were the Madhyamika masters Santiraksita
and Kamalasila, both of whom participated actively in the
conversion of Tibet. Then the ancient university was eclipsed
by its rival Vikramasila, which saw its final glory in the elev-
enth century.

Traditionally, the end of Indian Buddhism has been
identified with the sack of the two great universities by the
troops of the Turk Muhammad Ghari: Nalanda in 1197
and Vikrama$ila in 1203. But, although the destruction of
Nalanda put an end to its former glory, Nalanda lingered on.
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When the Tibetan pilgrim Dharmasvamin (1197-1264) vis-
ited the site of the ancient university in 1235 he found a few
monks teaching in two monasteries remaining among the
ruins of eighty-two others. In this way Buddhism would stay
on in India for a brief time, but under circumstances well
illustrated by the decay witnessed by Dharmasvamin—even
as he was there, the Turks mounted another raid to further
ransack what was left of Nilanda.

For a long time scholars have debated the causes for the
decline of Buddhism in India. Although there is little chance
of agreement on a problem so complex—and on which we
have precious little evidence—some of the reasons adduced
early are no longer widely accepted. For instance, the notion
that Tantric Buddhism was a “degenerate form” of Bud-
dhism that contributed to or brought about the disappear-
ance of Buddhism is no longer entertained by the scholarly
community. The image of a defenseless, pacifist Buddhist
community annihilated by invading hordes of Muslim war-
riors is perhaps also a simplification. Though the Turkish
conquerors of India were far from benevolent, the Arabs who
occupied Sindh in 711 seem to have accepted a state of
peaceful coexistence with the local population. Furthermore,
one must still understand why Jainism and Hinduism sur-
vived the Muslim invasion while Buddhism did not.

Buddhist relations with Hindu and Jain monarchs were
not always peaceful—witness the conquest of Bihar by the
Bengali Saiva king Sasinka (c. 618). Even without the inter-
vention of intolerance, the growth of Hinduism, with its
firm roots in Indian society and freedom from the costly in-
stitution of the monastery, offered a colossal challenge to
Buddhism. The eventual triumph of Hinduism can be fol-
lowed by a number of landmarks often associated with oppo-
sition to Buddhism: the spread of Vaisnavism (in which the
Buddha appears as a deceptive avatira of Visnu); the great
Vaisnava and Saiva saints of the South, the Alvars and
Nayanars, respectively, whose Hindu patrons were openly
hostile to Buddhism and Jainism; the ministry of Sankara in
Mysore (788-850), a critic of Buddhism who was himself
accused of being a “crypto-Buddhist”; and the triumph of
Saivism in Kashmir (c. 800).

But the causes for the disappearance of Buddhism were
subtle: the assimilation of Buddhist ideas and practices into
Hinduism and the inverse process of the Hinduization of
Buddhism, with the advantage of Hinduism as a religion of
the land and the locality. More important than these were
pethaps the internal causes for the decline: dependence on
monastic institutions that did not have broad popular sup-
port but relied exclusively on royal patronage; and isolation
of monasteries from the life of the village community, owing
to the tendency of the monasteries to look inward and to lose
interest in proselytizing and serving the surrounding com-
munities.

The disappearance of Buddhism in India may have been
precipitated by the Muslim invasion, but it was caused pri-
marily by internal factors, the most important of which
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seems to have been the gradual assimilation of Buddhism
into Hinduism. The Muslim invasion, especially the Turkish
conquest of the Ganges Valley, was the coup de grace; we may
consider it the dividing line between two eras, but it was not
the primary cause for the disappearance of Buddhism from
India.

BUDDHIST REMNANTS AND REVIVALS IN THE SUBCONTI-
NENT. After the last days of the great monastic institutions
(twelfth and thirteenth centuries) Indian Buddhism lingered
on in isolated pockets in the subcontinent. During the peri-
od of Muslim and British conquest (thirteenth to nineteenth
century) it was almost completely absorbed by Hinduism
and Islam, and gave no sign of creative life until modern at-
tempts at restoration (nineteenth and twentieth centuries).
Therefore, a hiatus of roughly six hundred years separates the
creative period of Indian Buddhism from its modern mani-
festations.

Buddhism of the frontier. As the Turk occupation of
India advanced, the last great scholars of India escaped from
Kashmir and Bihar to Tibet and Nepal. But the flight of
Buddhist talent also responded to the attraction of royal pa-
tronage and popular support in other lands. The career of
Ati$a (Dipamkara Srijaana, 982-1054), who emigrated to
Tibet in 1042, is emblematic of the great loss incurred by
Indian Buddhism in losing its monk-scholars. He combined
extensive studies in Mahayana philosophy and Tantra in
India with a sojourn in Sumatra under the tutorship of
Dharmakirti. He had studied with Bodhibhadra (the succes-
sor of Na ro pa when the latter left Vikrama$ila to become
a wandering ascetic), and was head master (upadhyiya) of
Vikramasila and Odantapuri at the time of King Bheyapala.
He left for Tibet at the invitation of Byan-chub-"od, appar-
ently attracted by a large monetary offer.

The migration of the Indian scholars, and a steady
stream of Tibetan students, made possible the exportation
of Buddhist academic institutions and traditions to Tibet,
where they were preserved until the Chinese suppression of
1959. The most learned monks were pushed out to the Hi-
malayan and Bengali frontiers in part because the Indian
communities were no longer willing to support the monaste-
ries. Certain forms of Tantra, dependent only on household-
er priests, could survive, mostly in Bengal and in the Himala-
yan foot-hills. But some Theravadin Buddhists also survived
in East Bengal—most of them taking refuge in India after
the partition, some remaining in Bangledesh and Assam.

Himalayan Buddhism of direct Indian ancestry remains
only in Nepal, where it can be observed even today in sus-
pended animation, partly fused with local Hinduism, as it
must have been in the Gangetic plain during the twelfth cen-
tury. Nepalese Buddhists produced what may very well be
considered the last major Buddhist scripture composed in
the subcontinent, the Svayambhu Purina (c. fifteenth centu-
ry). This text is an open window into the last days of Indian
Buddhism. It reveals the close connection between Buddhist
piety and non-Buddhist sacred localities, the formation of a

Buddhist cosmogonic ontology (the Adibuddha), and the
role of Tantric ritual in the incorporation of religious ele-
ments from the substratum. Nepalese Buddhism survives
under the tutelage of married Tantric priests, called
vajracaryds. It is therefore sometimes referred to as
“Vajracarya Buddhism.”

Buddhism of Tibetan origin survives in the subconti-
nent mostly in Ladakh, Sikkim, and Bhutan, but also in
Nepal. Perhaps the most significant presence in modern
India, however, is that of the Tibetan refugee communities.
The Tibetan diaspora includes about eighty thousand per-
sons, among which are several thousand monks. Some have
retained their monastic robes and have reconstructed in
India their ancient Buddhist academic curricula, returning
to the land of origin the disciplines of the classical universi-
ties. So far their impact on Indian society at large has been
insignificant and their hope of returning to Tibet dwindles
with the passing of time. But the preservation, on Indian soil,
of the classical traditions of Nailanda and Vikramasila is
hardly a trivial accomplishment.

Attempted revival: The Mahabodhi society. Attempts
to revive Buddhism in the land of its origin began with the
Theosophical Society, popularized in Sri Lanka in the early
1880s by the American Henry S. Olcott. Although the soci-
ety eventually became the vehicle for broader and less defined
speculative goals, it inspired new pride in Buddhists after
years of colonial oppression. The Sinhala monk Anagarika
Dharmapala (1864—1933; born David Hewavitarane) set out
to modernize Buddhist education. He also worked untiringly
to restore the main pilgrimage sites of India, especially the
temple of Bodh Gaya, which had fallen in disrepair and had
been under Hindu administration for several centuries. To
this end he founded in 1891 the Mahabodhi Society, still a

major presence in Indian Buddhism.

Ambedkar and “Neo-Buddhism.” The most significant
Buddhist mass revival of the new age was led by Dr. Bhimrao
Ramji Ambedkar (1891-1956). He saw Buddhism as the
gospel for India’s oppressed and read in the Buddhist scrip-
tures ideals of equality and justice. After many years of spiri-
tual search, he became convinced that Buddhism was the
only ideology that could effect the eventual liberation of In-
dian outcastes. On October 14, 1956, he performed a mass
“consecration” of Buddhists in Nagpur, Maharashtra. The
new converts were mostly from the “scheduled caste” of the
mahars. Although his gospel is in some way on the fringes
of Buddhist orthodoxy, Buddhist monks from other parts of
Asia have ministered to the spiritual needs of his converts,

and inspired Indian Buddhists refer to him as “Bodhisattva
Ambedkar.”

Other aspects of modern Buddhism. The most fruit-
ful and persistent effort in the rediscovery of Indian Bud-
dhism has been in the West, primarily among Western schol-
ars. The achievements of European scholars include a

modern critical edition of the complete Pali canon, pub-
lished by the Pali Text Society (founded in London in 1881),
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and the recovery of original texts of parts of the canon of the
Sarvastivada. The combined effort of Indian, North Ameri-
can and European historians, archaeologists, and art histori-
ans has placed Indian Buddhism in a historical and social
context, which, though still only understood in its rough
outlines, allows us to see Buddhism in its historical evo-
lution.

Japanese scholarship has also made great strides since
the beginning of the twentieth century. The publication in
Japan of three different editions of the Chinese canon be-
tween 1880 and 1929 may be seen as the symbolic beginning
of a century of productive critical scholarship that has placed
Japan at the head of modern research into Indian Buddhism.

Another interesting phenomenon of the contemporary
world is the appearance of “neo-Buddhists” in Europe and
North America. Although most of these groups have adopted
extra-Indian forms of Buddhism, their interest in the scrip-
tural traditions of India has created an audience and a de-
mand for research into India’s Buddhist past. The Buddhist
Society, founded in London in 1926, and the Amis du Boud-
dhisme, founded in Paris in 1928, both supported scholar-
ship and encouraged the Buddhist revival in India.

In spite of the revived interest in India of the last centu-
ry, the prospects of an effective Buddhist revival in the land
of Sakyamuni seem remote. It is difficult to imagine a suc-
cessful living Buddhism in India today or in the near future.
The possibility of the religion coming back to life may de-
pend on the reimportation of the Dharma into India from
another land. It remains to be seen if Ambedkar and
Anagarika Dharmapala had good reasons for hope in a Bud-
dhist revival, or if in fact the necessary social conditions for
the existence of Indian Buddhism disappeared with the last
monarchs of the Pala dynasty.
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Sarvastivada; Sautrintika; Silabhadra; Soul, article on Bud-
dhist Concepts; Sthiramati; Stupa Worship;
Subhiakarasimha; Sﬁnyam and Sﬁnyata; Tantrism;
Tathagata; Tathagata-garbha; Tathata; Temple, articles on
Buddhist Temple Compounds; Theosophical Society;
Theravada; Upaya; Vaisnavism, overview article; Vajrabodhi;
Vasubandhu; Vedism and Brahmanism; Worship and Devo-
tional Life, article on Buddhist Devotional Life in Southeast
Asia; Yoga; and Yogacara.
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BUDDHISM: BUDDHISM IN SOUTHEAST ASIA

Conventional wisdom labels the Buddhism of Southeast Asia
as Theravada. Indeed, customarily a general distinction per-
tains between the “southern,” Theravida, Buddhism of
Southeast Asia, whose scriptures are written in Pali, and the
“northern,” Sanskrit Mahayana (including Tantrayana),
Buddhism of Central and East Asia. A Thai or a Burmese
most likely thinks of the Buddhism of his country as a con-
tinuation of the Theravada tradition, which was allegedly
brought to the Golden Peninsula (Suvannabhiami) by
Agoka’s missionaries Sona and Uttara in the third century
BCE. But modern scholarship has demonstrated that prior to
the development of the classical Southeast Asian states,
which occurred from the tenth or eleventh century to the fif-
teenth century CE, Buddhism in Southeast Asia—the area
covered by present-day Burma, Thailand, Vietnam, Cambo-
dia (Kampuchea), and Laos—defies rigid classification. Both
archaeological and chronicle evidence suggest that the reli-
gious situation in the area was fluid and informal, with Bud-
dhism characterized more by miraculous relics and charis-
matic, magical monks than by organized sectarian traditions.
In short, the early period of Buddhism in Southeast Asia was
diverse and eclectic, infused with elements of Hindu
Dharmé$astra and Brahmanic deities, Mahayana Buddhas
such as Lokeévara, Tantric practices, Sanskrit Sarvastivadin
texts, as well as Pali Theravada traditions.

The classical period of Southeast Asian Buddhism,
which lasted from the eleventh to the fifteenth century,
began with the development of the monarchical states of
SrIvijaya in Java, Angkor in Cambodia, Pagan in Burma,
Sukhéthai in Thailand, and Luang Prabang in Laos, and cul-
minated in the establishment of a normative Pali Theravada
tradition of the Sinhala Mahavihara monastic line. Hence,
by the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries the primary, al-
though by no means exclusive, form of Buddhism in Burma,
Thailand, Laos, and Cambodia was a Sinhala orthodoxy that
was dominated doctrinally by “the commentator” (Budd-
haghosa) but enriched by various local traditions of thought
and practice. By this time, what is now Malaysia and Indone-
sia, with the exception of Bali, had been overrun by Islam,
and the popular religion there was an amalgamation of ani-
mism, Brahmanic deities, and the religion of the Prophet.

ENCYCLOPEDIA OF RELIGION, SECOND EDITION

BUDDHISM: BUDDHISM IN SOUTHEAST ASIA 1131

The colonial interregnum, which infused Western and
Christian elements into the religious and cultural milieu of
Southeast Asia, gradually challenged the dominance of the
Indian Buddhist worldview and its symbiotically related in-
stitutional realms of kingship (dhammacakka) and monastic
order (s@sanacakka). From the nineteenth century onward
Buddhism in Southeast Asia has faced the challenges of
Western science; provided cultural and ideological support
for modern nationalist movements; offered idiosyncratic,
sometimes messianically flavored, solutions to the stresses
and strains of political, economic, and social change; and for-
mulated doctrinal innovations challenging the Abhidammic
orthodoxy of Buddhaghosa that characterizes the Sinhala
Theravada.

The following essay will examine Buddhism in South-
east Asia in terms of its early development, the establishment
of a normative Theravada orthodoxy, and the diverse re-
sponses of this tradition to the challenges of the modern peri-
od. The future of Buddhism in Southeast Asia may not hang
in the balance; nevertheless, it does appear to be problematic.
Political events in Cambodia (Kampuchea) and Laos have
threatened the very foundations of institutional Buddhism
in those countries. Thailand’s rapid and widespread modern-
ization and secularization have undermined many traditional
aspects of the religion (sdsana), and internal political strife
in Burma has had severe, detrimental effects on the sangha
(Skt., samgha). Our attention to Southeast Asian Buddhism
should not ignore its fragility or its potential contribution to
the continuing self-definition and self-determination of these
civilizations.

EARLY DEVELOPMENT. From its earliest beginnings to the es-
tablishment of the major monarchical states, Buddhism in
Southeast Asia can only be characterized as diverse and eclec-
tic. Its presence was felt as part of the Indian cultural influ-
ence that flourished throughout the area. During these early
centuries Buddhism competed successfully with indigenous
forms of magical animism and Brahmanism, undoubtably
becoming transformed in the process. Its propagation proba-
bly followed the same pattern that was seen in Central and
East Asia, with which we are more familiar: Padmasamb-
hava-type monks subjugating territorial guardian spirits;
monks accompanying traders and bringing in objects of
power and protection, such as relics and images, as well as
a literary tradition in the forms of magical chants in sacred
languages and also written texts. We glean something of this
pattern from Buddhist chronicles in Pali and in Southeast
Asian vernacular languages of a later time. When the
Sasanavamsa of Burma or the Miilasasana of Thailand relates
the story of the Buddha’s visit to these countries to establish
the religion, we interpret myth in historical terms, reading
“the Buddha” to mean “unnamed Buddhist monks” who
were bearers of a more advanced cultural tradition. While the
chronicles, more so than the early inscriptions, paint a pic-
ture of dubious historical accuracy, they correctly associate
Buddhism with a high continental way of life in contrast to

the less sophisticated life of tribal peoples. Buddhism, then,
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abets the development of a town or urban culture, provides
symbols of translocal value, and articulates a worldview in
which diverse communities can participate and find a new
identity, a language in which they can communicate, and in-
stitutions in which an organized religious life can be pursued
and systematically taught.

Such a general description of the early centuries of Bud-
dhism in Southeast Asia does not preclude the establishment
of identifiable Buddhist traditions in the area. These include
not only strong Pali Theravada tradition but also other Bud-
dhist sects and schools representing Mahayana and Tantric
traditions. Pali inscriptions found in Hmawza, the ancient
Pyu capital of Sriksetra in lower Burma, indicate the exis-
tence of Theravada Buddhism by the fifth or sixth century
CE. Their Andhra-Kadamba script points to connections
with Kaficipuram, Negapatam, and Kaveripattanam in
South India. The Chinese traveler Yijing, who visited Shih-
li-cha-to-lo (Sriksetra, or Prome) in the seventh century,
presence of not only Theravadins
(Aryasthaviras) but also the Aryamahasimghika, Aryamiil-
asarvastivada, and Aryasammatiya schools. We know of the
Mahasamghikas as among the forerunners of the Mahayana
tradition. While their original home was in Magadha, their
tradition established itself in parts of northern, western,
eastern, and southern India. The Amaravati and
Nagarjunikonda inscriptions, for instance, mention the
Mahasamghikas and state that their canon was written in
Prakrit. The three other sects are Hinayana schools. The
Miilasarvastivada, according to one tradition, was one of the
seven branches of the Sarvastivadin tradition and was wide-
spread in India, although it was especially strong in the
north, whence it was propagated under the aegis of King
Kaniska during the late first century CE. Its canon was writ-
ten in a Buddhist Hybrid Sanskrit. The Sammatiya sect, also
known as the Vatsiputriya or Vajjipattaka, came from Avan-
ti, but inscriptions point to its presence in Sarnath during
the fourth century and in Mathura during the fifth century.
The great carly seventh-century ruler Harsavardhana is
thought to have supported the Sammatiyas in the early part
of his reign. Hence, the four sects whose presence in the
Prome area was attested to by Yijing are all associated with
important Indian Buddhist centers and with the reigns of
powerful monarchs reputed to have been supporters of vari-
ous Buddhist sectarian traditions.

mentions the

Evidence of the diverse nature of sectarian Buddhism
during the formative period of Southeast Asian history
comes from Burmese and other sources in both mainland
and insular Southeast Asia. The Tang dynastic chronicles
(seventh to tenth century CE) state that Buddhism flourished
in the Piao (Pyu) capital of Shih-li-cha-to-lo (Sriksetra) in
the eighth and ninth centuries. Archaeological and sculptural
evidence of the same period from Prome and Hmawza por-
tray the Buddha in scenes from the Jatakas and from popular
commentarial stories. Terracotta votive tablets depicting
scenes from the life of the Buddha and of the Mahayana bo-

dbisattvas have also been found, as well as inscriptions writ-
ten in Sanskrit, Pali, mixed Pali and Sanskrit, and Pyu writ-
ten in South Indian alphabets. Evidence from ruined stupas
in Hmawza, which date from the fifth to the eighth century,
reinforce the claim to a strong but diverse Buddhist presence.

The Mon, or Talaing, lived south of the Pyu, occupying
the coastal area of lower Burma, with flourishing centers at
Pegu (Hamsavati) and Thaton (Sudhammavati). This re-
gion, known as Ramafifiadesa in Burmese and Thai chroni-
cles, extended over much of present-day Thailand; one major
Mon center was as far north as Haripufijaya (present-day
Lamphun). In Nakorn Prathom, thirty miles southwest of
Bangkok, archacological evidence points to a flourishing
Mon Buddhist culture in the region known as Dvaravati, in
which forms of both Hinayana and Mahayana Buddhism
were present. Amaravati-style Buddha images in the vicinity
of Nakorn Prathom and Pong Tuk date from the fourth to
fifth century CE, and images of both early and late Gupta are
also found there. While Mon-Dvaravati Buddhism in Thai-
land and lower Burma lacked the homogeneity attributed to
it by later chroniclers, both archaeological and textual evi-
dence suggest a strong Pali Theravada presence, especially in
comparison to that found in Pagan.

Pagan, near the sacred Mount Popa on the Irrawaddy
Plains of upper Burma, had become the locus of power of
the Mrammas, a Tibeto-Dravidian tribe who eventually
dominated and consequently named the entire region. Dur-
ing the tenth and eleventh centuries, the Buddhism present
among people of the Pagan-Irrawaddy River basin seems to
have been dominated by an eclectic form of Mahayana Tan-
trism similar to that found in esoteric Saivism or in animistic
naga cults. According to the Burmese chronicles, the monks
of this sect, who are referred to as Ari, rejected the teachings
of the Lord Buddha. They believed in the efficacy of magical
mantras over the power of karman and propagated the cus-
tom of sending virgins to priests before marriage. In addition
to numerous figures of Mahayana bodhisartvas, such as
Avalokite$vara and Maifijusri, findings include remnants of
murals that depict deities embracing their consorts.

According to the Hmannin maha yazawintawkyi (Glass
Palace Chronicle, begun 1829) of Burma, the country’s po-
litical and religious history was changed by the effect of Shin
Arahan, a charismatic Mon Theravada monk from Thaton,
on the Burmese ruler Aniruddha (Anawratha), who ascended
to power in Pagan in 1044 CE. According to this account,
Shin Arahan converted Aniruddha to a Theravada persua-
sion, advising him to secure relics, bhikkhus (monks), and
Pali texts from Manuha (Manohari), the king of Thaton.
Manuha’s refusal became the excuse for Aniruddha’s inva-
sion of Thaton, the eventual subjugation of the Mons in
lower Burma, and the establishment of Theravada under
Kyanzittha (fl. 1084-1113) as the dominant, although by no

means exclusive, Buddhist sect.

As part of the Indian cultural expansion into “greater
India,” Mahayana, Tantric, and Hinayana forms of Bud-
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dhism were established in other parts of mainland and insu-
lar Southeast Asia from the fifth century onward.
Gunpavarman is reputed to have taken the Dharmaguptaka
tradition from northern India to Java in the fifth century,
and by the seventh century Buddhism was apparently flour-
ishing in the Sumatra of Srivijaya. An inscription from 684
CE, for instance, refers to a Buddhist monarch named
Jayanasa. I-ching, who spent several months in Java on his
return to China in order to copy and translate Buddhist
texts, indicates that both Hinayana and Mahayana forms of
Buddhism were present at that time. Indonesia was also visit-
ed by Dharmapala of Nalanda University and by two promi-
nent South Indian monks, Vajrabodhi and Amoghavajra,
both adherents of a Tantric form of Buddhism. Two inscrip-
tions from the late eighth century refer to the construction,
under the aegis of Sailendra rulers, of a Tara temple at Kala-
san and an image of Mafjuéri at Kelunak. The Sailendras
were great patrons of the North Indian Pila form of

Mahayana Buddhism.

The rulers of Champa, in southern Annam (Vietnam),
also patronized Buddhism. According to Yijing, the domi-
nant tradition in Champa was that of the Aryasammatiya
nikdya, but the Sarvastivadins present.
Amaravati-style Buddha images and monastery foundations
from the ninth century have been discovered in Quang Nam
Province, and an inscription of the same period from An-
Thai records the erection of a statue of Lokanatha and refers
to such Mahayana deities as Amitabha and Vairocana.

were also

Although Hinduism was initially the dominant religion
in Cambodia, there is some evidence of Buddhism from the
fifth century CE. Jayavarman of Fu-nan sent representatives
to China in 503 CE who took as gifts a Buddha image; and
an inscription by Jayavarman’s son, Rudravarman, invokes
the Buddha. In the eleventh century Saryavarman was given
the posthumous Buddhist title of Nirvanapada, and Jayavar-
man VII, the Khmer empire’s greatest monarch and builder
of Angkor Thom, patronized Buddhism of the Mahayana va-
riety. A Pali inscription from 1308, during the reign of
Srindravarmadeva, refers to a Hinayana form of Buddhism,
and a Chinese source from about the same time refers to
Hinayana Buddhism as flourishing in Cambodia at that
time.

The evidence cited supports the contention that
throughout much of Southeast Asia Buddhism was present
as part of the larger Indian cultural influence. Various
sources, ranging from testimony of Chinese and indigenous
chronicles, diaries of Chinese monk-travelers, as well as a
large amount of archaeological and inscriptional evidence,
support the contention that both Mahayana and Hinayana
forms of Buddhism existed side by side, dependent on such
factors as the particular regional Indian source and the predi-
lection of a given ruler. Clearly, before the emergence of the
major classical Southeast Asian states, no standard form of
Buddhism existed.
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It is also true that various types of Buddhism in this pe-
riod competed with autochthonous forms of animism as well
as Brahmanic cults. Were the early states in Burma, Cambo-
dia, Thailand, and Indonesia—such as Fu-nan, Champa,
Sriksetra, Dvaravati, and so on—Buddhist or Hindu? Or
were these great traditions themselves so accommodated and
transformed by the Southeast Asian cultures that they quali-
fied the labels “Buddhist” and “Hindu” almost beyond rec-
ognition? Although rulers in these preclassical states may be
characterized as Hindu or Buddhist and their brand of Bud-
dhism defined by a given sect or school, in all probability
they supported a variety of priests, monks, and religious in-
stitutions and worshiped various gods and spirits ranging
from territorial guardians to Visnu, Siva, and Vairocana. In
some cases we are prone to assign labels when, in reality, the
diversity of the situation makes labeling a problematic enter-
prise at best. Such a qualification does not mean that we are
unable to make certain claims about the nature of Buddhism
in Southeast Asia in the formative period; however, evidence
supporting the presence of particular Buddhist schools and
sects should be understood within the general framework of
the varied and eclectic nature of Buddhism in this era.

CLASSICAL PERIOD. While diversity and eclecticism contin-
ue to mark the character of Buddhism during the period of
the foundation of the classical Southeast Asian monarchical
states, homogeneity of form and institutional orthodoxy
began to emerge during this period. On the one hand, Bud-
dhism and Hinduism contributed to the development of the
nature and form of Southeast Asian kingship. On the other
hand, the symbiotic relationship that developed between the
monarchy and the Buddhist sangha tended to support a loose
religious orthodoxy. Historically, this orthodoxy follows the
Sinhala Theravada tradition and accompanies the ascendan-
cy of the Burmese and the Tai in mainland Southeast Asia.
Vietnam, Malaysia, and Indonesia, however, depart from
this pattern: Vietnamese culture was strongly influenced by
China, and Malaysia and Indonesia were affected by the ad-
vent and spread of Islam during the thirteenth century. We
shall first examine Buddhism at the level of the nature and
form of classical Southeast Asian kingship and then trace the
emergence of Sinhala Theravada Buddhism as the normative
tradition in Burma, Thailand, Cambodia, and Laos after the
thirteenth century.

Buddhism and monarchy. The relationship between
Buddhism and the rise of the monarchical states in the classi-
cal period of Southeast Asian history is customarily referred
to as symbiotic, that is, one of mutual benefit. Rulers sup-
ported Buddhism because it provided a cosmology in which
the king was accorded the central place and a view of society
in which the human community was dependent on the role
of the king. Ideologically, Buddhism legitimated kingship,
providing a metaphysical rationale and moral basis for its ex-
istence. The Buddhist sangha, in turn, supported Southeast
Asian monarchs because the material well-being, success, and
popularity of institutional Buddhism depended to a signifi-
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cant degree on the approval, support, and largess of the rul-
ing classes.

The Theravada picture of the cosmos, set forth classical-
ly in the Aggarifia Suttanta of the Digha Nikiya, depicts the
world as devolving from a more perfect, luminous, undiffer-
entiated state to a condition of greater opacity and differenti-
ation. Imperfection results because differences in sex, comeli-
ness, size of rice fields, and so on engender desire, greed, lust,
and hatred, which, in turn, lead to actions that destroy the
harmony and well-being of the inhabitants of the world.
Recognizing the need to correct the situation, the people se-
lect a person whose comeliness, wisdom, virtue, and power
enable him to bring order to this disharmonious, chaotic sit-
uation. That person, the ruler or king, is referred to in the
text as mahdsammata because he is chosen by the people. He
is rdja (king) because he rules by the Dhamma, and he is also
khattiya, or lord of the fields, responsible for maintaining the
economic and political order. Social order is dependent upon
the righteous ruler, who creates and maintains the fourfold
social structure (the traditional Indian wvarpa hierarchy).
Such a peaceful and harmonious situation also allows for the
sustenance of bhikkhus, who seck a higher, nonmundane
end, that is, nibbana (Skt., nirvana). The ruler, then, is re-
sponsible for the peace, harmony, and total well-being of the
people, which includes the opportunity to pursue a religious
or spiritual life.

Buddhism’s contribution to the classical conception of
Southeast Asian kingship is particularly noteworthy in its
emphasis on Dhamma and on the role of the ruler as a moral
exemplar. The king is a cakkavattin, one whose rule depends
upon the universal Dhamma of cosmic, natural, and moral
law. His authority stems from the place he assumes in the
total cosmic scheme of things. But his power and, hence, his
effectiveness rest on his virtue. While the king rules by
strength of arms, wealth, intellect, able ministers, and the
prestige of his own status, his embodiment of the Dhamma
and, hence, his ability to rule depend on his maintenance of
the ten rdjadhammas: liberality, good conduct, nonattach-
ment, straightforwardness, mildness, austerity, suppression
of anger, noninjury, patience, and forbearance. The ideal
king should cleanse his mind of all traces of avarice, ill will,
and intellectual confusion and eschew the use of force and
weapons of destruction. These moral virtues represent the
highest ideals of Theravada Buddhism, an overlapping of
two “wheels” (cakka), or realms: the mundane (@nicakka,
lokiya) and the transmundane (sdsanacakka, lokuttara), or the
ideals of the political leader (cakkavartin) and the religious
exemplar (Buddha).

This symbiotic relationship between political and reli-
gious leadership roles takes a particular mythic pattern in
many of the classical Southeast Asian chronicles, such as the
Jinakilamailipakaranam (The Sheaf of Garlands of the Ep-
ochs of the Conqueror), a pattern also present in the Pali
chronicles of Sri Lanka (e.g., the Mahdvamsa). Essentially,
the chroniclers hold that the Budda sacralizes a region by vis-

iting it. He frequently converts the indigenous populations
and teaches them the Dhamma. To be sure, the monastic au-
thors had a vested interest in establishing the precedence of
Buddhism in the land, but the Buddha’s visits to such places
as the Tagaung kingdom of Burma and Haripufijaya in
northern Thailand serve the additional purpose of grounding
a later interrelationship between Buddhism and kingship. In
the northern Thai chronicles, for example, when the Buddha
visits the Mon-Lava state of Haripufijaya in the Chiangmai
Valley, he predicts that his bone relic will be discovered by
King Adicca (Aditaraja), one of the principal twelfth-century
monarchs of this state. This tale not only points to royal sup-
port of the sdsana, it makes the king the symbolic actualizer
of the tradition, which he celebrates by building a ceriya for
the relic. Furthermore, the Buddha in effect engenders the
monarch with the power necessary to rule, a magical potency
inherent in the relic. The cetiya reliquary mound thus func-
tions as a magical center, or axis mundj, for the kingdom. In
Haripufijaya, alliances between the northern Tai kingdom of
Lanna and other states were sealed in front of the magical
center. The Emerald Buddha image has played a similar role
in Lao and Tai religious history, with various princes of the
kingdom swearing fealty to the reigning monarch who pos-
sessed it.

The nature of the interrelationship between Buddhism
and classical monarchical rule in Southeast Asia manifests it-
self architecturally in the great cetiya or stupa (Skt., stipa)
monuments of Borobudur, Angkor, Pagan, and other an-
cient capitals. The earliest of these, Borobudur, was con-
structed on the Kedu Plain outside of present-day Jogjakarta
on the island of Java in the mid-eighth century CE under a
dynasty known as the Sailendras, or “kings of the mountain.”
The monument’s strong Mahayana influence is reflected in
bas-reliefs that depict stories from the Lalitavistara,
Divyavadiana, Jatakamala, and Gandavyiha. The seventy-
two perforated, hollow stupas on the top of three circular
platforms cover seated images of the Buddha Vairocana.
Scholars have argued that the monument, as a cosmic moun-
tain, connects royal power with the Dharma, the basis of all
reality; it may also synthesize an autochthonous cult of
“kings of the mountain” with the Adibuddha, or universal
Buddha nature. In support of this connection it is speculated
that Sailendra inscriptions use the Sanskrit term go#ra to sig-
nify both “line of the ancestors” as well as “family of the Bud-
dha,” thereby identifying the Sailendra ancestral line with
that of the Tathagata.

Angkor, in Cambodia, has been even more widely stud-
ied as a source for understanding the interrelationships be-
tween Southeast Asian kingship and religion, especially re-
garding the devardja (god-king) concept. It may be that this
concept originated in Fu-nan, a Chinese term derived from
the Mon-Khmer énam, meaning “mountain” and possibly
referring to a cult of a national guardian spirit established by
the founder of the state. In the early ninth century the
Khmer ruler Jayavarman II built on this background, adopt-
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ing Saivism as the state religion and thus requiring that the
king be worshiped as a manifestation of Siva. This identifica-
tion was symbolized by a /iziga that was set upon the central
altar of a pyramidal temple as an imitation of Mount Meru
and the center of the realm. The devardja cult took on
Mahayana Buddhist forms under Siryavarman I in the early
eleventh century and under Jayavarman VII (1181-1218),
who constructed the great Bayon Temple, in which Jayavar-
man and Loke$vara appear to be identified, at Angkor Thom
at the end of the twelfth century. It can be inferred that in
the tradition of the devardja, Suryavarman and Jayavarman
became buddharijas, or incarnate buddhas.

Other classical Southeast Asian capitals and major royal
and religious monuments exhibit the influence of both
Hindu and Buddhist worldviews. The remains of over five
thousand stupas can be seen at the site of ancient Pagan, an
area covering sixteen square miles. It was unified by Anirudd-
ha (1040-1077) and the commander of his forces and suc-
cessor, Kyanzittha (fl. 1084-1113). The Schwezigon Pagoda,
possibly begun by Aniruddha but certainly completed by
Kyanzittha, enshrines three sacred Buddha relics, symboliz-
ing the power of the cakkavartin as the defender of the sacred
order of things (dhamma). Other stupas, such as the Min-
galazedi, which was completed in the late thirteenth century,
reflect the basic macro-micro cosmological symbolism of
Borobudur; it has truncated pyramidal and terraced bases
and a central stairway on each side. The Ananda Temple, the
stupa that dominated Pagan, was constructed by Kyanzittha
in the late eleventh century and combines both cosmic
mountain and cave symbolism: an ascetic’s cave in which the
Buddha meditates and a magical axis mundi that empowers
the entire cosmos. A small kneeling image facing the large
Buddha image in the temple is thought to represent Kyanzit-
tha, corroborating inscriptional claims that he saw himself
as a bodhitsatta and cakkavartin.

The mythic ideal of the cakkavartin is embodied in the
moral example of ASoka Maurya. Similarly, the cakkavattin
of the Suttas provides the legendary charter for the idealized
kingly exemplar of the Southeast Asian Theravada chroni-
cles. Asoka was the moral exemplar par excellence, in whose
footsteps, so say the chronicles and inscriptions, the mon-
archs of Burma, Thailand, and Laos follow. A§oka’s conver-
sion divides his biography into two halves—the first tells of
warring, wicked A$oka (Pali, Candasoka) and the second of
the just, righteous A$oka (Pali, Dhammasoka). Similarly An-
iruddha kills his brother to become the ruler of Pagan but
then becomes a patron of Buddhism, and Tilokaraja (1441—
1487) of Chiangmai revolts against his father but then de-
votes much of his attention to the prosperity of the Buddhist
sangha. Southeast Asian rulers are also reputed to have called
councils, as did A$oka, in order to purify the sangha and reg-
ularize the Tipitaka. These activities, which supported Bud-
dhism, represented ways the monarch could uphold his repu-
tation for righteousness in ruling the state and in his dealings
with the people. In his famous 1292 inscription, Rima
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Kham-haeng (Ramkhamhaeng) of Sukhothai says that the
king adjudicates cases of inheritance with complete impar-
tiality, does not kill or beat captured enemy soldiers, and lis-
tens to the grievances of his subjects. This paternalistic model

of the dhammically righteous king is obviously indebted to
the A$oka model.

Dominance of Sinhala Theravada Buddhism. The
shift to a Sinhala Theravada orthodoxy in what became, in
the true sense, Buddhist Southeast Asia (Burma, Thailand,
Laos, and Cambodia) took place gradually from the late elev-
enth to the early thirteenth century and onward. This devel-
opment reflected several factors: the decline of Buddhism in
parts of Asia that had influenced the Southeast Asian main-
land; the rising influence of Sri Lanka under Vijayabahu I
(1055-1110) and Parakramabahu I; the consolidation of
power by the Burmese and Tai; an increasing interrelation-
ship among Sri Lanka, Burma, and Thailand; and the spread
of popular Theravada practice among the general population
of mainland Southeast Asia. The general outline of the story
of the establishment of Sinhala Theravada Buddhism in
Southeast Asia is reasonably clear, although disparities be-
tween epigraphic and chronicle sources make historical pre-
cision difficult. Consequently, scholars disagree on dates,
and historical reconstructions keep on changing.

Pali Theravada and Sanskrit Hinayana forms of Bud-
dhism were present at a relatively early time. Pali inscriptions
found in central Thailand and lower Burma and associated
with Mon culture support this claim, as does chronicle testi-
mony, such as the story of Aniruddha’s excursion into
Ramafifiadesa to secure Pali scriptures. Inscriptional evi-
dence makes it reasonable to assume that the roots of Mon
Theravada lay in the Kaficipuram area along the east coast
of India. Even the popular Burmese tradition that holds that
Buddhaghosa, who has been associated with Kafci, either
came from Thaton or went there after visiting Sri Lanka may
contain a kernel of historical truth, namely, the spread of
Kafici Theravada Buddhism into the Mon area. The pres-
ence of Pali Theravada Buddhism among the Mon, who
strongly influenced both the Burmese and Tai, provides the
religio-cultural backdrop to the eventual consolidation of Sri
Lankan forms of Theravada Buddhism. As we shall see, both
the Burmese and the Tai assimilated elements of Mon cul-
ture: its religion, legal traditions, artistic forms, and written
script.  Mon Theravada, in effect, mediated Sinhala
Theravada. On the one hand, Theravada Buddhism from Sri
Lanka provided continuity with Mon religio-cultural tradi-
tions; on the other, it enabled the Burmese and Tai to break
away from a Mon religio-cultural dominance. We must now
explore some of the details of this story of cultural transfor-
mation and religious consolidation.

Burma. Contact between Burma and Sri Lanka dates
from the establishment of the Pagan era by Aniruddha. Be-
cause of the disruption of Sri Lanka caused by wars with the
Colas in the mid-eleventh century, Vijayabahu I, knowing
of the strength of the Mon Theravada traditions, sought help
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from Aniruddha to restore valid ordination. Aniruddha re-
sponded by sending a group of monks and Pali scriptures to
Sri Lanka. In turn, Aniruddha requested, and was sent, a rep-
lica of the Buddha’s tooth relic and a copy of the Tipitaka
with which to check the copies of the Pali scriptures acquired
at Thaton. The tooth relic was enshrined in Pagan’s Schwezi-
gon Pagoda, which became Burma’s national palladium. Al-
though archaeological evidence calls into question the chron-
icler’s claim regarding the acquisition of the entire Pali
Tipitaka, the tale might well be interpreted to indicate the
growing importance of Sinhala Buddhism, not simply be-
cause the texts were more authoritative, but because the alli-
ance between the king and the new sectarian tradition legiti-
mated his authority over the Mon religio-cultural tradition.

Sinhala Buddhism flourished during the reign of Nara-
patisithu (1173-1210), and the Mahavihara tradition be-
came normative at this time. Sinhala Buddhism, in particular
the Mahavihara tradition, gained position partly through vis-
its of distinguished Burmese monks to Sri Lanka. Panthagu,
successor to Shin Arahan as the nominal head of the Pagan
Buddhist sangha, visited the island in 1167. The Mon monk
Uttarajiva Mahathera followed in his predecessor’s footsteps
by journeying to Sri Lanka in 1180 with a group of monks
that included a Mon novice named Chapata, who was to fig-
ure most prominently in establishing the precedent authority
of the Mahavihara. Chapata and four others remained in Sri
Lanka for ten years and were reordained as Mahatheras in
the Mahavihara lineage. Their return to Burma marked the
permanent establishment of Sinhala Buddhism in mainland
Southeast Asia and brought about a schism in the Burmese
Buddhist sangha between the Theravada school of Thaton
and Kafci, characterized by Shin Arahan’s orthodoxy; and
the Sinhala Theravada tradition. When Chapata returned to
Pagan, Narapatisithu requested that he and the other four
Mahatheras reordain Burmese monks of the Shin Arahan tra-
dition, thereby establishing the superior legitimacy of the
Sinhala orthodoxy over the Mon form of Theravada. The
chronicles refer to the Shin Arahan tradition as the “early
school” (purimagana) and to Chapata’s Sthala Sangha simply
as the “late school” (pacchagana). Owing to disciplinary and
personal reasons, the pacchigana was to divide into several
branches each loyal to one or another of the Mahatheras who
had returned from Sri Lanka. One point of dispute among
the branches was whether gifts could be given to particular
monks or to the sangha at large.

The Sthala order was introduced to lower Burma at
Dala, near Rangoon, by Sariputta, who bore the title
Dhammavilasa, meaning a scholar of great repute. This tra-
dition is referred to as the Sthalapakkhabhikkhu Sangha, in
contrast with the Ariyarahanta-pakkhabhikkhu Sangha,
which represents the Mon Theravada tradition. The chroni-
cles also call this school the Kambojasanghapakka on the
grounds that it was headquartered near a settlement of Kam-
bojans (Cambodians). This title may reflect historical fact or
refer to the earlier Theravada of the Mon-Khmer areas to the

east (i.e., Dvaravati), which found its way into lower Burma.
The Sthala Sangha was also introduced to Martaban by two
Mon monks, Buddhavamsa Mahithera and Mahasami
Mahaithera, who had been reordained in Sri Lanka. Accord-
ing to the Kalyani inscriptions of Pegu, by the thirteenth
century six Buddhist schools—the Mon Ariyarahanta and
five Sthala sects—existed in Martaban. Sectarianism in Bur-
mese Theravada has continued into the modern period and
contrasts with the relative homogeneity of Theravada Bud-

dhism in Thailand.

Buddhism prospered during the reign of Narapatisithu
(1173-1210). Many beautiful temples were built under his
sponsorship (e.g., Sulamani, Gawdawpalin), and Pali schol-
arship flourished. For example, Chapata (also known as
Saddhammajotipala) wrote a series of famous works dealing
with Pali grammar, discipline (Vinaya), and higher philoso-
phy (e.g., Suttaniddesa, Sankhepa-vannana, Abhidhammar-
thasangha), and Sariputta wrote the first collection of laws
composed in Ramafinadesa, known as the Dhammavilasa or
Dhammathat. The shift away from a dominant Mon influ-
ence that occurred during Narapatisithu’s reign is also re-
flected in the architectural style and the use of Burmese in
inscriptions.

Thailand. The development of Buddhism among the
Tai followed roughly the same pattern as in Burma. As the
Tai migrated from southwestern China into the hills east of
the Irrawaddy (home of the Shans), the upper Menam Plain
(the Siamese), and farther east to the Nam U (the Lao), and
as they gradually moved into the lowland area dominated by
the Mons and the Khmers, they came into contact with
Theravada and Mahayana forms of Buddhism as well as with
Brahmanism. After Khubilai Khan’s conquest of Nan-chao
in 1254 caused ever greater numbers of Tai to push south,
they began to establish domination over the Mon and Khmer
and to absorb elements of these more advanced cultures. As
was the case in Burma, Mon Buddhism in particular became
a major influence on the Tai as they extended their sway over
much of what we now know as modern Thailand. This influ-
ence is seen in the establishment of two major Tai states in
the late thirteenth and fourteenth centuries, Sukhothai and
Chiangmai.

Both Sukhdothai and Chiangmai became powerful cen-
ters of Tai settlement under the leadership of the able rulers
Rama Khamhaeng (r. c. 1279-1299) and Mengrai respec-
tively. Sukhothai, which had been a Khmer outpost from at
least the time of Jayavarman VII, became an independent
Tai state in the middle of the thirteenth century. Two Tai
chieftains, Phe Mu’ang and Bang Klang Hao, seized Sr1
Sajanalaya and drove the Khmer governor from Sukhéthai.
Bang Klang Hao was installed as ruler of Sukhéthai with the
title Indraditya. Indraditya’s third son, Rima Khamhaeng,
was to become Sukhothai’s greatest monarch and one of the
exemplary Buddhist kings of Tai history. During his reign,
which extended over the last two decades of the century,
Rama Khamhaeng asserted his sway over a large area extend-
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ing from Hamsavati (Pegu) to the west, Phrae to the north,
Luang Prabang to the east, and Nakorn Sri Dhammaraja
(Nagara Sri Dharmarija; Ligor or Tambralinga) to the
south. Nakorn Sri Dhammaraja, although dominated by
Srivijaya from the eighth to the twelfth century and later by
the Khmer, was an important center of Theravada Buddhism
by the eleventh century. Prior to Rima Khamhaeng’s ascen-
dance to power in Sukhothai, Chandrabhanu of Nagara Sri
Dharmaraja had sent a mission to Sri Lanka, and the
Citlavamsa reports that Parakramabahu II invited Dham-
makitti Mahathera, a monk from Nagara Sri Dharmaraja,
to visit Sri Lanka. Raima Khamhaeng, who was well aware
of the strength of Theravaida Buddhism at Nagara Sri
Dharmaraja, invited a Mahathera from the forest-dwelling
tradition (arasiiaka) there to reside in Sukhothai. Rama
Khamhaeng’s famous 1292 stela inscription refers to various
religious sanctuaries in Sukhéthai, including the arasiiaka
monastery (Wat Taphan Hin), a Khmer temple (Wat Phra
Phai Luang), and a shrine to the guardian spirit of the city,
Phra Khaphung. In short, while we have definitive evidence
that Rama Khamhaeng supported Theravada Buddhism, re-
ligion in thirteenth-century Sukhéthai was varied and
eclectic.

During the reigns of Rima Khamhaeng’s successors—
his son Lo Tai (1298-1347), and his grandson Lii Thai
(1347-1368/74?)—Sinhala Buddhism became normative.
According to the Jinakilamali, a Sukhothai monk named
Sumana studied under, and received ordination from, a Sin-
hala Mahithera, Udumbara Mahasami, who was resident in
Martaban. Sumana returned to Sukhothai to establish the
Sthala Sangha there, and, along with his colleague
Anoémadassi, he proceeded to spread the Sihala order
throughout much of Thailand (Ayuthaya, Pitsanulok, Nan,
Chiangmai, and Luang Prabang). King Lii Thai, in particu-
lar, was noted for his piety and his support of Buddhism. He
brought Buddha relics and images and established Buddha
“footprints” (buddhapada) in an effort to popularize Bud-
dhist practice throughout his realm. A Buddhist scholar of
note, he was particularly known as the author of the
Traibhimikarhi (Verses on the Three Worlds), thought to

be the first systematic Theravada cosmological treatise.

About the same time that Sinhala Buddhism was com-
ing into its own in Sukhathai, it was also being spread to Tai
states to the north and northeast, namely, Chiangmai and
Luang Prabang. Chiangmai was established as the major Tai
state in northern Thailand by Mengrai, who expanded his
authority from Chiangsaen to encompass Chiangrai, Chi-
angkhong, and Fang. He subjugated the Mon-Lava center
of Haripufijaya in 1291 before founding Chiangmai in 1296.
According to both inscriptional and chronicle evidence, Su-
mana Mahathera brought the Sinhala Buddhism he had
learned from his preceptor in Martaban to Chiangmai in
1369 at the invitation of King Kiina (1355-1385). Kiina
built Wat Suan Dok to house the Buddha relic brought by
Sumana, and Sinhala Buddhism gained favored status over
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the Mon Theravada traditions of Haripufijaya. As in the case
of Sukhéthai and Pagan, Sinhala Buddhism functioned not
only as a means to build continuity with the Mon Theravada
tradition over which the Tai and the Burmese established
their authority but also as a means to assert their unique re-
ligio-cultural traditions.

The apogee of the development of the Sihala order in
Chiangmai was reached during the reigns of Tilokarija, one
of the greatest of the Tai monarchs, and Phra Mu’ang Kaew
(1495-15206). Tilokaraja legitimated the overthrow of his fa-
ther, Sam Fang Kaen, through the support of the
Mahavihara order, which had been brought to Chiangmai
in 1430. According to the Mulasasana of Wat Pa Daeng in
Chiangmai, the center of this sect, this tradition was brought
to Thailand by a group of thirty-nine monks from Chiang-
mai, Lopburi, and lower Burma who had visited Sri Lanka
in 1423 during the reign of Parakramabihu VI of Kotte.
They returned to Ayutthaya, a Tai state that subjugated
Sukhéthai under the Indraraja in 1412, and dominated cen-
tral Thailand until they were conquered by the Burmese at
the end of the eighteenth century. According to the northern
Tai chronicles, members of this mission spread throughout
central and northern Thailand, reordaining monks into the
new Sihala order. Tilokardja made this Wat Pa
Daeng-Mahavihara group the normative monastic tradition
in Chiangmai at a general council in 1477. The Pa Daeng
chronicles depict Tilokaraja as a great supporter of the sangha
and as a righteous and exemplary monarch in the A$okan
mode. During the reign of Tilokaraja’s successor, Phra
Mu'ang Kaew, Pali Buddhist scholarship in Chiangmai
flourished. The Mariga-ladipani, a Pali commentary on the
Mangala Sutta, was written at this time and is still used as
the basis of higher-level Pali studies, and the most important
northern Tai chronicle, the /inakalamailipakarana, also dates
from this period.

Contemporaneous with the apogee of Buddhism in
Chiangmai was the reign of Dhammaceti (1472-1492), who
ruled Burma from Pegu, in the lower part of the country. Ac-
cording to the northern Tai and Burmese chronicles as well
as the Kalyani inscriptions, during Dhammaceti’s reign there
were several religious missions to Sri Lanka from Pegu and
Ava, and Sthala monks, in turn, visited Burma. Burmese
monks were reordained and visited sacred shrines on the is-
land. Like Tilokardja, Dhammaceti wanted to unify the
sangha and used the new ordination to unite Buddhists in
the Pegu kingdom. Monks from all over lower Burma, Ava,
Tougoo, from the Shan kingdoms, Thailand, and Cambodia
came to Pegu to be ordained during what the chronicles por-
tray as the “golden age” of lower Burma.

Cambodia and Laos. Theravada Buddhism was intro-
duced to Cambodia by the Mon of the lower Menam
Chaophraya River valley. In the eleventh and twelfth centu-
ries, Theravada also existed alongside Mahayana forms of
Buddhism as well as Brahmanism. Mahayana Buddhism cer-
tainly received royal patronages in the eleventh century, and
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Jayavarman VII, the builder of the Bayon Temple at Angkor
Thom, was identified with the Buddha Lokeévara in the di-
vine-royal symbiosis of the Khmer devaraja/buddharija cult.
Yet, typical of the classical Southeast Asian monarchs, Jaya-
varman’s patronage of Mahayana Buddhism was not exclu-
sive. According to the Kalyani inscriptions and The Glass
Palace Chronicle, a Cambodian monk, possibly Jayavarman’s
son, was part of the Burmese mission to Sri Lanka in the
twelfth century. There was certainly an influx of Mon Bud-
dhists from the Lopburi region in the face of Tai pressure
in the thirteenth and early fourteenth centuries. Testimony
of Chau Ta Kuan, a member of a late-thirteenth-century
mission to Angkor, indicates that Theravada monks were
present in the Khmer capital during that period. The
Jinakalamali account of the Chiangmai mission to Sri Lanka
in 1423 CE includes reference to eight Khmer monks who
brought the Sthala order of the Mahavihara to Cambodia.

The development of Buddhism in Laos was influenced
by both Cambodia and Thailand. According to the Lao
chronicles, Jayavarman Parmesvara (1327-1353) helped Phi
Fa and Fa Ngum establish the independent kingdom of Lan
Chang, which earlier had been under the political hegemony
of Sukhéthai. An inscription at Wat Keo in Luang Prabang
refers  to  three  Sinhala =~ Mahatheras—including
Mahipasaman, Fa Ngum’s teacher at Angkor—who went
from Cambodia to Lan Chang as part of a religious mission.
Certainly, from the late fourteenth century onward, Bud-
dhism in Laos and Cambodia was primarily influenced by
the Tai as a consequence of their political dominance in the
area. Even in the modern period, Theravada sectarian devel-
opments in Thailand were reflected in Cambodia and Laos,
and prior to the Communist revolution, monks from Cam-
bodia and Laos studied in the Buddhist universities in
Bangkok.

Summary. During the period that marks the rise of the
classical Southeast Asian states, Buddhism existed in many
guises. Pali Theravada was introduced principally through
the Mon of Dvaravati and lower Burma and was considered
a “higher” culture appropriated by the Burmese and the Tai.
A strong Mahayana Buddhist presence is apparent not only
in Srivijaya and Angkor but also in Pagan and the early Tai
states. Furthermore, these forms of Buddhism competed
with, and were complemented by, autochthonous animistic
cults and Brahmanism. Buddhism made a decisive contribu-
tion to the conception of Southeast Asian kingship and mo-
narchical rule through its ideal of the dhammarija, who was
not only represented by King A$oka in India but by such
Southeast Asian monarchs as Kyanzittha, Rima Khamhaeng,

and Tilokaraja.

Sri Lanka played the decisive role in the increasing dom-
inance of Theravada Buddhism in mainland Southeast Asia.
Several factors contributed to this development, but I have
singled out two: the rise to power of the Burmese and the
Tai, who appropriated the Theravada Buddhism of the Mon;
and their subsequent adoption of Sinhala Buddhism as a way

of establishing their own distinctive cultural and religious
identity. While Sinhala influence can be traced to the elev-
enth century, the Sihala order only became dominant with
the rise and development of the classical states from the mid-
twelfth to the end of the fifteenth century. Sinhala Buddhism
contributed to the legitimation of the ruling monarchies
through its worldview, interpretation of history, monastic in-
stitution, education, and language; however, just as impor-
tant, it became the religion of the masses through the wor-
ship of relics and sacred images and through the
development of popular syncretic cults.

Vietnam has been largely excluded from the story of the
development of the classical Buddhist Southeast Asian states
because of the predominance of Hinduism among the
Chams during early Vietnamese history and the overwhelm-
ing cultural influence of China on the country. Until the
eleventh century the Vietnamese were effectively a group
within the Chinese empire, and they looked to China for cul-
tural inspiration even after they achieved independence
under the Ly dynasty (1009-1224). Mahayana Buddhism
was certainly part of the Chinese cultural influence, and the
Chan (Viet., Thien) school, allegedly first established in 580
CE by Ti-ni-da-lu’u-chi, was the major Buddhist tradition in
Vietnam. The elite eventually came to prefer Confucianism,
but Buddhism continued to be important among the masses.

SOUTHEAST ASIAN BUDDHISM IN THE MODERN PERIOD.
The classical Southeast Asian religio-cultural synthesis, of
which Theravada Buddhism has been a major component,
has given the cultures of Burma, Thailand, Cambodia, Laos,
and Vietnam a unique sense of identity and has sustained
them to the present. Faced with Western imperialistic expan-
sion from the seventeenth century onward and the challenge
of modernity, the classical religious worldview, institutional
structures, and cultural ethos have been changed, modified,
and reasserted in a variety of ways. We shall examine how
Buddhism has adapted to this challenge, its role in the devel-
opment of the modern nation-state, and what the most re-
cent trends suggest for the future of Buddhism in the region.

The condition of Southeast Asian Buddhism in the
modern period reflects, to a large degree, the forces un-
leashed during the colonial period, especially during the
nineteenth and twentieth centuries. Although modern reli-
gious histories of Burma, Thailand, and Indochina differ
because of internal factors as well as the uniqueness of
their colonial experiences—just as the Enlightenment funda-
mentally challenged the medieval synthesis of Christian Eu-
rope—the last century and a half has called into question the
traditional Buddhist-Brahmanic-animistic =~ synthesis  of
Southeast Asia and, consequently, the institutions and values
associated with that worldview. The challenge to the classical
worldview, and to the traditional moral community that was
based on it, occurred on many fronts. Throughout the region
the educational role of the sangha has been undermined by
Western education. The status of the monk as one who was
educated and as an educator and the significance of what was
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traditionally taught have also suffered. In Burma, the de-
struction of the institution of Buddhist kingship in 1885, as
well as the relatively open posture of the British toward Bud-
dhism, left the sangha in disarray, without the authority and
direction the king traditionally provided. Thailand’s rapid
urbanization over the past fifty years has dramatically
changed the village or town milieu that has historically in-
formed and supported Buddhist religious practice. The com-
munist revolutions in Laos, Cambodia, and Vietnam have
displaced Buddhism as the fundamental mediator of cultural
values. These are but a few of the challenges that Southeast
Asian Buddhism has faced in the modern and contemporary
periods.

Modernization and reform. The eve of the assertion
of colonial power in the Buddhist countries of Southeast Asia
found them in differing states and conditions. The Burmese
destruction of Ayutthaya in 1767 provided the Thai (the des-
ignation applied to Tai living in the modern nation-state) the
opportunity to establish a new capital on the lower
Chaophraya River at present-day Bangkok. Because of its ac-
cessibility to international commerce the new site was much
better situated for the new era about to dawn; the new dynas-
tic line was better able to cope with the increasing impact
of Western influence and was also committed to building a
new sense of national unity. The Burmese, on the other
hand, tired of wars under Alaungpaya and his son, were beset
by religious and ethnic fractionalism. They were disadvan-
taged by the more isolated location of their capital (Ava,
Amarapura, and then Mandalay), and governed by politically
less astute rulers such as King Bagyidaw, who lost the Arakan
and lower Burma to the British in the Anglo-Burmese Wars.
Cambodia, in the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries,
basically fell victim to either the Thai or the Vietnamese until
the French protectorate was established over the country in
the 1860s. The Lao kingdoms of Luang Prabang and Vien-
tiane were subject to Thai dominance in the nineteenth cen-
tury until King Norodom was forced to accept French pro-
tection in 1863. Only in the 1890s were the French able to
pacify Cochin China, Annam, and Tongkin, which, together
with Cambodia, were formed into the Union Indochinoise
in 1887. With the rest of Buddhist Southeast Asia disrupted
by the colonial policies of France and Great Britain, Thai-
land’s independence and able leadership under Mongkut
(Rama IV, 1851-1868) and Chulalongkorn (1868-1910)
abetted religious modernization and reform, making Thai-
land the appropriate focus for this topic.

The classical Thai Buddhist worldview had been set
forth in the Traibhimikatha of King Lii Thai of Sukhaothai.
In one sense this text must be seen as part of Lii Thai’s pro-
gram to reconstruct an administrative and political frame-
work and to salvage the alliance structure that had collapsed
under the policies of his predecessor. In laying out the tradi-
tional Buddhist stages of the deterioration of history, Lii
Thai meant to affirm the meaningfulness of a karmically cal-
culated human life within a given multitiered universe. As

ENCYCLOPEDIA OF RELIGION, SECOND EDITION

BUDDHISM: BUDDHISM IN SOUTHEAST ASIA 1139

a Buddhist sermon it urges its listeners to lead a moral life
and by so doing to reap the appropriate heavenly rewards.
Within its great-chain-of-being framework of various
human, heavenly, and demonic realms, the text focuses on
a central figure, the universal monarch, or cakkavattin, exem-
plified by the legendary king Dharmagokaraja. Lii Thai’s tra-
ditional picture of the world, the role of the king, the nature
of karmic action, and the hope of a heavenly reward provide
a rationale for Sukhéthai political, social, and religious order.
That King Rama I (1782-1809), who reestablished the for-
tunes of the Thai monarchy, commissioned a new recension
of the Traibhiimi testifies to its longevity and also to its uili-
ty as a charter for order and stability during yet another time
of political and social disruption.

The worldview of the Traibhizmi was soon to be chal-
lenged by the West, however. European and American mis-
sionaries, merchants, and travelers came to Bangkok in the
1830s and 1840s, and by 1850 Thailand, or Siam, had
signed commercial treaties with several Western nations. Led
by Mongkut, who was crowned king in 1851, and by Chao
Phraya Thiphakorawong, his able minister of foreign affairs,
the Siamese noble elite proved to be interested in and open
to Western technology and culture. A pragmatic type of sci-
entific empiricism began to develop among them, leading
even the devout Mongkut to articulate a demythologized
Buddhism somewhat at odds with the traditional Traibhiimi
worldview. This critique was formally set forth in 1867 in
Chao Phraya Thiphakorawong’s Kirchanukit (A Book Ex-
plaining Various Things), which explains events not in terms
of traditional cosmological and mythological sources but
using astronomy, geology, and medicine. For example, he ar-
gues that rain falls not because the rainmaking deities venture
forth or because a great serpent thrashes its tail but because
the winds suck water out of clouds; illness, he says, is caused
not by a god punishing evil deeds but by air currents. Al-
though the explanations were inaccurate, they were naturalis-
tic rather than mythological or religious. The Kirchanukiz
presents Buddhism as primarily a system of social ethics;
heaven and hell are not places but have a moral or pedagogi-
cal utility; kamma (Skt., karman) is not an actual causal force
but a genetic principle that accounts for human diversity.
Mongkut’s successor, his son Chulalongkorn, moved even
further from the mythic cosmology of the traditional South-
east Asian Buddhist worldview, declaring the Traibhiimi
simply an act of imagination.

Modernization of the Thai Buddhist worldview was ac-
companied by a reform of the Buddhist sangha, led initially
by Mongkut and continued during the reign of Chulalong-
korn. Before his coronation in 1851 Mongkut had been a
monk for twenty-five years. During that time his study of
the Pali scriptures and his association with Mon monks of
a stricter discipline convinced him that Thai Buddhism had
departed from the authentic Buddhist tradition. He advocat-
ed a more serious study of Pali and Buddhist scripture as well
as the attainment of proficiency in meditation. His efforts
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at religious reform resulted in an upgrading of monastic dis-
cipline in an effort to make it more orthodox. The group of
monks who gathered around Mongkut at Wat Bovornives
called themselves the Thammayut (“those adhering to the
doctrine”) and formed the nucleus of a new, stricter sect of
Thai Buddhism. With its royal origins and connections, the
Thammayut, or Dhammayuttika, sect has played a very in-
fluential role in the development of modern Thai Buddhism.
In 1864 the Khmer royal family imported it to Cambodia,
where it played a similar role. Its impact in Laos, however,
was less significant.

The development of a reformist Buddhist tradition that
embodied Mongkut’s ideals brought about further changes
in the monastic order, especially as the sangha became part
of the policies and programs of Mongkut’s son Chulalong-
korn. At the same time that he implemented reforms de-
signed to politically integrate outlying areas into the emer-
gent nation-state of Thailand, Chulalongkorn also initiated
policies aimed at the incorporation of all Buddhists within
the kingdom into a single national organization. As a conse-
quence, monastic discipline, as well as the quality of monas-
tic education, improved throughout the country. A standard
monastic curriculum, which included three levels of study in
Buddhist history, doctrine, and liturgy, and nine levels of
Pali study, was established throughout the country. In addi-
tion, two Buddhist academies for higher studies were estab-
lished in Bangkok.

The modernization and reform of Buddhism in Thai-
land in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries
stand out, but the Thai case must be seen as part of a general
trend in all the Southeast Asian Buddhist countries. In the
area of text and doctrine a new scripturalism, epitomized by
the new redaction of the Tipitaka in conjunction with the
general Buddhist council held in Burma in 1956 and 1957,
has emerged. Doctrinal reinterpretation has followed three
major lines: an emphasis on the ethical dimensions of the tra-
dition at the expense of the supernatural and mythical; a re-
jection of magical elements of popular thought and practice
as incompatible with the authentic tradition; and a rational-
ization of Buddhist thought in terms of Western categories,
along with an apologetic interest in depicting Buddhism as
scientific. Some apologists, such as U Chan Htoon of
Burma, have claimed that all modern scientific concepts pre-
existed in Buddhism. Others make less sweeping claims but
cite specific correlations between such Buddhist doctrines as
interdependent  co-arising  (paticca  samuppada;  Ske.,
pratitya-samutpida) and Einstein’s relativity theory. Gener-
ally speaking, Buddhist apologists have attempted to prove
that Buddhism is more scientific than other religions, partic-
ularly Christianity; that the empirical approach or methodol-
ogy of Buddhism is consistent with modern science; and that
science proves or validates particular Buddhist teachings.

Institutional modernization and reform have also taken
place along the lines that we have examined in some detail
in regard to Thailand. Cambodia, for example, not only

adopted the Dhammayuttika sect from Thailand but also re-
organized the sangha along national lines. In Laos and Burma
various Buddhist organizations and associations with reform-
ist intent emerged, often under lay leadership.

Buddhism and the modern nation-state. Buddhism
proved to be a crucial factor during the end of the colonial
and the postcolonial periods, as Burma, Thailand, Cambo-
dia, Laos, and Vietnam became modern nation-states. On
the one hand, Buddhism contributed decisively to the devel-
opment of the new nationhood; on the other, it resisted in
various ways changes forced upon traditional Buddhist
thought and practice. We shall first examine the Buddhist
contributions to the national independence movements and
to the maintenance of national identity and unity; second,
we shall explore Buddhist resistance to pressures put on the
tradition by the organization of the modern nation-state.

Historically, Buddhism played an important role in the
definition of the classical Southeast Asian states. It was inevi-
table, therefore, that it would be a crucial factor in the rede-
finition of these states. In those cases, for example, in which
a country was dominated by a colonial power, nationalist
movements grew out of, or were identified with, a religious
base or context. Take Burma as a case in point. Buddhism
provided the impetus for the independence movement that
arose there during the first decades of the twentieth century.
The YMBAs (Young Men’s Buddhist Association) of Ran-
goon and elsewhere in Burma quickly assumed a political
role. The first issue of major consequence was the “no foot-
wear” controversy of 1918. The YMBAs argued that Europe-
ans, in keeping with Burmese custom, should be prohibited
from wearing shoes in all pagodas; accordingly, the British
government allowed the head monk of each pagoda to decide
the regulations applying to footwear. During the next decade
the nationalist cause was led primarily by the General Coun-
cil of Burmese Associations and by such politically active
monks as U Ottama, who was imprisoned for urging a boy-
cott of government-sponsored elections, and U Wisara, who
became a martyr to the independence movement when he
died during a hunger strike in a British jail.

When U Nu became prime minister in January 1948,
following Aung San’s assassination, he put Buddhism at the
heart of his political program. Although he rejected Marx-
ism, he espoused a Buddhist socialism. In essence, he be-
lieved that a national community could be constructed only
if individuals are able to overcome their own self-acquisitive
interests. Sufficient material needs should be provided for ev-
eryone, class and property distinctions should be minimized,
and all should strive for moral and mental perfection. The
state was to meet the material needs of the people and Bud-
dhism their spiritual needs. To this end he created a Bud-
dhist Sasana Council in 1950 to propagate Buddhism and
to supervise monks, appointed a minister of religious affairs,
and ordered government departments to dismiss civil ser-
vants thirty minutes early if they wished to meditate. In 1960
U Nu committed himself and his party to making Buddhism
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the state religion of Burma, an unpopular move with such
minorities as the Christian Karens. This attempt was one of
the reasons given for General Ne Win’s coup in March 1962,
which deposed U Nu as prime minister. While in many ways
naive and politically unrealistic, U Nu’s vision of Buddhist
socialism harked back to an earlier vision of the political lead-
er as one who ruled by dhamma and who would engender
peace and prosperity by the power of his own virtue. But
such a vision proved incompatible with the political realities

of the 1960s.

Buddhism figured prominently in other Southeast
Asian countries, both as a basis of protest against ruling re-
gimes and as an important symbolic component of political
leadership. In the 1960s politically active Vietnamese monks
contributed to the downfall of the Diem regime, and after-
ward the United Buddhist Association, under the leadership
of Thich Tri Quang and Thich Thien Minh, remained polit-
ically active. In Cambodia, Prince Sihanouk espoused a po-
litical philosophy based on Buddhist socialism and was the
last Cambodian ruler to represent, although in an attenuated
way, the tradition of classical Southeast Asian Buddhist rule.

In addition to providing the inspiration for political in-
dependence movements, contributing to a political ideology
with uniquely Buddhist features, and being the motivating
force challenging political power structures, Southeast Asian
Buddhism has been used to promote political unity within
the boundaries of the nation-state. U Nu’s hope that making
Buddhism the state religion would promote national unity
was naive; it did not take into account the contending fac-
tions within the Buddhist sangha and the presence of sizable
non-Buddhist minorities who feared they might be threat-
ened by covert, if not overt, pressure from the Buddhist ma-
jority.

In Thailand the centralization of the Thai sangha under
King Chulalongkorn and his able sangharija, Vajirafiana,
not only improved monastic discipline and education but
also integrated the monastic order more fully into the nation-
state. Chulalongkorn’s successor, Vajiravudh (1910-1925),
made loyalty to the nation synonymous with loyalty to Bud-
dhism; in effect, he utilized Buddhism as an instrument to
promote a spirit of nationalism. In particular, he glorified
military virtues and identified nationalism with the support
of Thai Buddhism. He founded the Wild Tigers Corps, re-
sembling the British Territorial Army; the Tiger Cubs, a
branch of the corps, was later assimilated into the Boy Scout
movement. Both encouraged loyalty to nation, religion (i.e.,

Buddhism), and the king.

Buddhism has continued to be an important tool in the
government’s policy to promote national unity. In 1962 the
Buddhist Sangha Act further centralized the organization of
the monastic order under the power of the secular state. In
the same year the government organized the Dhammadhuta
program, and in 1965 the Dhammacarika program. The for-
mer supported Buddhist monks abroad and those working
in sensitive border areas, especially the northeastern region
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of the country, while the latter has focused on Buddhist mis-
sions among northern hill tribes.

Buddhism, however, has not only functioned as a kind
of “civil religion,” contributing to the definition and support
of the new Southeast Asian nation-states in the postcolonial
period. It has also resisted the kind of accommodation and
change brought on by the new nationalism. In some cases
this resistance has been generated by the desire to maintain
traditional religious practices and more local autonomy; in
others, it has come in the form of armed rebellion and messi-
anic, millenarian movements. As an example of the former
we cite Khraba Siwichai, a northern Thai monk of the early
twentieth century, and of the latter we cite the Saya San re-
bellion (1930-1931) in Burma.

While the vast majority of the Buddhist sangha in Thai-
land cooperated with the central government’s attempts in
the early twentieth century to standardize monastic organiza-
tion, discipline, and education, there were a few notable ex-
ceptions. Khraba Siwichai of the Chiangmai region of
northern Thailand was one of them. He ran into problems
with the sangha hierarchy because he ordained monks and
novices according to northern Thai custom although he had
not been recognized as a preceptor by the national order. He
also singlehandedly raised vast sums of money to rebuild
monasteries that had fallen into disrepair and to construct
a road, using manual labor, to the famous Mahadhatu Tem-
ple on Doi Sutép Mountain, overlooking Chiangmai. Be-
cause of his success in these enterprises, miraculous powers
were attributed to him. In 1919, however, he was ordered
to report to Bangkok to answer charges of clerical disobedi-
ence and sedition, but high Thai officials, fearing the reper-
cussions that punishment of Khraba Siwichai might have,
intervened on his behalf. Although eventually Siwichai sub-
mitted to the laws of the Thai national monastic order,
sangha officials tacitly agreed to permit the northern clergy
to follow some of its traditional customs.

Other, more radical Buddhist responses to the emerging
nation-state developed in various parts of Southeast Asia and
usually centered on a charismatic leader who was sometimes
identified as an incarnation of the bodhisattva Maitreya. In
Burma several rebellions in the early twentieth century aimed
to overthrow British rule and to restore the fortunes of both
Burmese kingship and Burmese Buddhism. One of these was
led by Saya San, who had been a monk in the Tharrawaddy
district in lower Burma but disrobed to work in a more di-
rectly political way to overthrow the British. Saya San’s
movement had a strongly traditional religious and royal aura,
and much of his support came from political monks associat-
ed with nationalistic associations (wunthanu athins) that had
formed in the 1920s. Saya San was “crowned” as “king” in
a thoroughly traditional Burmese manner in a jungle capital
on October 28, 1930. An armed group was trained and the
rebellion launched toward the end of December. As the con-
flict spread throughout lower Burma and into the Shan
States, the British army was called in to help the police forces
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repress the rebellion. Only after eight months of fighting did
the warfare end.

Recent trends. The chapter on Southeast Asian Bud-
dhism’s future within the context of the modern nation-state
has yet to be closed. The disestablishment of the sangha in
Cambodia and Laos has shaken, but by no means rooted out,
the tradition, even though Pol Pot’s genocidal regime at-
tempted such wholesale destruction in the aftermath of
American withdrawal from the war in Indochina. Laos and
Cambodia, however, have experienced a breakdown of the
traditional religio-cultural synthesis. This is taking place
more slowly in Thailand and even in Burma, which has been
much more isolated from Western influences since the early
1960s. The political and economic contexts of Southeast
Asian Buddhism, in short, have obviously affected the state
of Buddhism in Southeast Asia. The trends that have
emerged seem paradoxical, if not contradictory. We shall ex-
amine three sets or pairs: increasingly active lay leadership
and the veneration of monks to whom supernatural powers
are ascribed; a revival of meditation practice and an emphasis
on active political and social involvement; rampant magical,
syncretic ritual practice and insistence on the purity of the
authentic teaching,

The modern period has seen increased lay leadership at
various levels of religious life. The YMBAs of Burma and the
Buddhist “Sunday schools” that have arisen in Thailand have
obviously been influenced by Western Christian models. Lay
associations have developed for various purposes. For exam-
ple, prior to the revolution Cambodia had the Buddhist As-
sociation of the Republic of Cambodia (1952), the Associa-
tion of Friends of the Buddhist Lycée (1949), the Association
of Friends of Religious Welfare Aid Centers, the Association
of Religious Students of the Republic of Cambodia (1970),
the Association of the Buddhist Youth of Cambodia (1971),
and so on. Buddhist laity have also been actively involved in
the worldwide Buddhist movement. Most notable of the
laity groups are the World Fellowship of Buddhists, which
has headquarters in Bangkok, and the World Council of
Churches, which holds interreligious dialogue consultations.

The increasingly significant role of the laity in a reli-
gious tradition noted for the centrality of the monk reflects
many developments in modern Southeast Asian countries,
not the least of which is the spread of secular, Western educa-
tion among the elites. Coupled with this phenomenon, how-
ever, we find a polar opposition—a persistent cult of the holy
man to whom supernatural powers are attributed. In some
instances the holy monk becomes a charismatic leader of a
messianic cult (e.g., the Mahagandare Weikzado Apwegyoke
in Burma), while in others the form of veneration is more
informal and generalized (e.g., Phra Acharn Mun in Thai-
land). In many cases the holy monk makes few, if any, mirac-
ulous or supernatural claims, but these will be ascribed to
him by his followers. Hagiographic literature, describing cos-
mic portents of the monk’s birth, extraordinary events dur-
ing his childhood, and other characteristics of this genre, will

often emerge. While the monk as miracle worker is not a new
phenomenon in Theravada Buddhism, it has persisted to the
present time and, some observers claim, has been on the up-
swing in the contemporary period.

Meditation has always been the sine qua non of Buddhist
practice, but traditionally it was the preserve of the forest-
dwelling (aranfiavisi) or meditating (vipassana dhura) monk.
In the modern period, meditation has been more widely
practiced as part of the routines of ordinary Buddhist tem-
ples and, more particularly, in meditation centers that either
include or are specifically for lay practice. The lay meditation
movement was especially strong in Burma under the leader-
ship of such meditation masters as U Ba Khin and Ledi Saya-
daw (1856-1923). Westerners have been particularly attract-
ed to some of Southeast Asia’s renowned meditation
teachers, such as Acharn Cha of Wat Pa Pong in Ubon
Ratchathani. Some meditating monks have also gained repu-
tations not only for their method of meditation or for holi-
ness but for the attainment of extraordinary powers as well.

While meditation has become a lay as well as monastic
practice in contemporary Southeast Asian Buddhism, this
development has not precluded a movement to formulate a
strong, activist social ethic. The Vietnamese Zen monk
Thich Nhat Hahn attempted to work out a Buddhist solu-
tion to the military conflict in his country during the 1960s,
and there has been a widespread interest in formulating a
Buddhist theory of economic development that is critical of
Western capitalism but not necessarily indebted to Marxism.
Buddhists have also acted to solve particular social problems,
such as drug addiction, and have spoken out strongly against
the proliferation of nuclear arms. Southeast Asian Buddhists
have also joined with members of other religious groups,
both within their own countries as well as in international
organizations, to work for such causes as world peace and
basic civil rights for all peoples. Buddhist interpreters, such
as the Thai monk Bhikkhu Buddhadasa, have referred to
Buddhism as a practical system of personal and social
morality.

Buddhadasa has also been strongly critical of conven-
tional Thai Buddhist religious practice, which has stressed
merit-making rituals. These are aimed at obtaining personal
benefit and propitiating various supernatural powers for pro-
tection or good luck. In his writings and at his center in
Chaiya, southern Thailand, he emphasizes the importance
of overcoming greed and attachment. Nibbina, for
Buddhadasa, is the state that is achieved when egoism is over-
come. This is the goal of all Buddhists, not just monks. In-
deed, he argues, this is the purpose of all religions.
Buddhadasa’s critique reflects the magical nature of popular
Buddhist ritual practice not only in Thailand but, more gen-
erally, in Southeast Asian Buddhism, the goal of which is to
improve one’s life materially through the mechanism of gain-
ing merit or improving one’s karmic status. Buddhadasa’s
proposal that such teachings as #ibbana and anatta (not-self),
which represent the essence of the Buddha’s teachings, must

ENCYCLOPEDIA OF RELIGION, SECOND EDITION



be part of every Buddhist’s religious practice exemplifies an
interest on the part of many contemporary Buddhist thinkers
to restore the kernel of the authentic tradition, which has
often been hidden beneath layers of cultural accretions.
Thus, while the popular religious ethos is syncretic and em-
phasizes the attainment of worldly goals, various apologists
in Burma and Thailand are attempting to make the core of
the tradition a part of the understanding and practice of the
Buddhist populace at large. Some critical observers have re-
ferred to this trend as a “protestantizing” of Southeast Asian
Buddhism.

The contemporary ethos of Buddhism in Southeast Asia
reflects an ancient heritage but also points in new directions.
It is difficult to predict how the sangha will fare under the
Marxist regimes in Laos and Cambodia or, for that matter,
in the urban and increasingly materialistic environment of
Bangkok and Chiangmai. Can the Theravada monk main-
tain his place in society when his education cannot compare
with that of the elite? Can Buddhism effectively address
problems of overpopulation, prostitution, malnourishment,
and economic exploitation? To what extent can the tradition
change with the times and retain its identity? These and
other questions face a religion that has not only been funda-
mental in the identity of the Burmese, Thai, Laotians, Cam-
bodians, and Vietnamese but has also contributed much to
world culture.

SEE ALSO Amoghavajra; A$oka; Buddhism, Schools of, arti-
cle on Tantric Ritual Schools of Buddhism; Burmese Reli-
gion; Cakravartin; Dharmapala; Khmer Religion; Kingship,
article on Kingship in East Asia; Lao Religion; Mongkut;
Pilgrimage, article on Buddhist Pilgrimage in South and
Southeast Asia; Samgha, articles on Samgha and Society;
Southeast Asian Religions, article on Mainland Cultures;
Thai Religion; Theravada; Vajrabodhi; Vietnamese Religion;
Worship and Devotional Life, article on Buddhist Devo-
tional Life in Southeast Asia.
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Central Asia is not a clearly defined term. In a narrower
sense, it refers to the region previously known as Eastern or
Chinese Turkestan, as the Tarim Basin, or as Sinkiang (Xin-
jiang), lying between the towns of Kashgar in the west and
Dunhuang in the east. In a wider sense, it also refers to the
former Soviet republics, now independent states, of Middle
Asia, generally known as Western Turkestan, and to the
whole Tibetan plateau in the south. Here it is meant to in-
clude Eastern Turkestan, i.e., the present Xinjiang Uighur
Autonomous Region in the People’s Republic of China, and
those parts of the Middle Asian republics where traces of
Buddhism have been found.

During the period of its maximum spread, Buddhism
became a major religious and cultural factor not only in India
and in East and Southeast Asia, but also in Afghanistan and
in large parts of Central Asia. In the northwest, it reached
Merv in present-day Turkmenia, Termez at the southern
border of Uzbekistan, and Qurgan-tiibi in southern Tadjiki-
stan. Although written sources and excavations attest to its
presence even farther north, for instance in Samarkand, in
Quva near Fergana, and in Aq BeSim near Frunse, in these
areas it did not gain the popularity it did south of the Amu
Darya (Oxus). Following old trade routes, monks and mer-
chants brought Buddhism from the northwest of the Indian
subcontinent into Central Asia and farther east to China. In
all those regions, it was the vigorous spread of Islam that fi-
nally replaced the various other religious movements, to the
extent that Buddhism disappeared from western Central Asia
before the turn of the millennium and was continually driven
back in the east. From about the fifteenth century, followers
of Buddhism were no longer found, and therefore a descrip-
tion of its history is now based on archaeological remains and
on such historical sources as, for instance, the travel accounts
of the Chinese Indian pilgrims Faxian (fifth century), Xuan-
zang (seventh century), Huizhao (eighth century), and oth-
ers. These written sources are few, and it is mainly such im-
pressive monuments as the two stone statues of the standing
Buddha in Bamiyan, formerly 174 and 115 feet (53 and 35
meters) high (but in 2001 destroyed by the Taliban), or large
cave monasteries like Dunhuang with its overwhelming
wealth of fascinating wall paintings, which bear witness to
the former splendor and importance of Buddhism, as no
traces of it are preserved in the present-day cultures of the
area.

Although an ever-growing number of publications,
mainly on the Buddhist art and literature of the region, con-
tinues to appear, the history of Buddhism in Central Asia re-
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mains fragmentary. One of the basic difficulties is that Cen-
tral Asia never formed a political unity during the first
millennium CE. A multitude of ethnic groups faced frequent
changes of the ruling powers, and powerful neighbors like
the Sassanids in the west, the Tibetans in the south, or the
Chinese in the east continually sought to establish political
and economical influence, often by force and military cam-
paigns. Nomadic tribes from the northern steppes often in-
vaded the area, sometimes causing considerable destruction,
as in the case of the White Huns (Hephtalites) on their way
through Afghanistan to India, but sometimes becoming sed-
entary and adopting the local cultures, as in the case of the
Uighurs. Powerful empires like those of the Kushans, Tang-
dynasty China, or imperial Tibet never succeeded in bring-
ing the whole of Central Asia under their sway. Buddhism
offered one of the few uniting elements of the area. However,
Buddhism itself did not appear as a uniform phenomenon,
but was spread in various forms and school traditions and
thereby contributed to the diversity of the whole picture.
The situation of the various cultures, especially in the oasis
towns along the Silk Road, must have been very complex and
is probably best characterized by the modern term “multicul-
tural.” Members of very different ethnic groups and cultures-
Chinese, Indians, Sakas, Sogdians, Tibetans, Tocharians, Ui-
ghurs, to name only the most important ones-lived together
and followed various different religious traditions, including
Buddhism, Manichaeism, Zoroastrianism, Nestorian Chris-
tianity, while the ethnic borders were never identical with
linguistic, religious, or political borders.

BEGINNINGS. Buddhism reached Central Asia from the
northwest of the Indian subcontinent. Its spread into Af-
ghanistan must have begun not later than the third century
BCE when the Indian dynasty of the Mauryas, and especially
their most important ruler Asoka (c. 268-233 BCE), suc-
ceeded in uniting major parts of India and advancing the
northwestern border of their empire up to Kabul and
Kandahar in Afghanistan. This extension is well documented
by the famous stone inscriptions placed by Asoka in various
parts of the empire. Such inscriptions are preserved in north-
west Pakistan (in Shabazgarhi and Mansehra) and in Af-
ghanistan (in Kandahar, in Lampaka, and at the river
Laghman). The inscriptions suggest that A$oka supported
the various religious movements in his empire, but especially
Buddhism, to which he appears to have been personally in-
clined. Since in Buddhist scripture he is depicted as one of
the foremost supporters of the faith, it may be concluded that
the development of Buddhism, from an ascetic movement
mainly situated in northeast India to a universal religion, ac-
celerated during his reign and that the political stability
achieved by the Mauryas favored its spread, especially along
the trade routes.

Apart from these inscriptions, very few traces of the
presence and spread of Buddhism during that period remain.
Well-known is the Dharmarajika stupa in the old town of
Taxila, a large excavation in Pakistan; the stupa is dated to
the time of the Mauryas. This situation changed around the
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beginning of the common era, when another great empire
arose in the northwest and guaranteed an enduring period
of peace and stability. In the first century CE, the dynasty of
the Kushans united the northwest and established an empire
that included Afghanistan and reached from Bactria into
northern India and Eastern Turkestan. Trade routes became
safe and allowed long-distance trade that facilitated the ex-
change and spread of both material and non-material cultur-
al goods. Like Asoka before him, Kaniska the Great (first half
of the second century CE), the most important ruler of the
Kushan dynasty, is described as a devoted supporter of Bud-
dhism in Buddhist sources. No external indications are pre-
served that could confirm the Buddhist picture of Kaniska,
as the inscriptions do for A$oka, but he appears to have built
stupas and a monastery near Kapi§i (Begram). Although the
Kushan rulers also supported other religions, the tradition
connected with Kaniska suggests that Buddhism flourished
under the Kushans. Within the varied pantheon depicted on
his coins, there is also the figure of a standing Buddha. As
far as datable archacological remains are preserved, only very
few monasteries seem to go back to this period, which hints
at the possibility that institutionalized Buddhism was less
widespread than is often supposed.

ART. As an extremely important innovation, the representa-
tion of the Buddha in human form was created during the
reign of the Kushan dynasty. Previously, the Buddha had
been represented in art only aniconically, for instance by a
wheel to symbolize the first teaching. It is still a matter of
debate whether the first Buddha figure was created in
Mathura in northern India or in Gandhara, a region in
northern Pakistan, but many scholars now believe that the
step from aniconic to iconic representation was taken in
Gandhara. By fusing Greco-Roman forms with Indian con-
tents, artists in Gandhara created a distinctive style that in-
fluenced Indian art and became the model for Buddhist art
in Central and East Asia. It is well known that Apollo served
as a model for the Buddha, as did Herakles for Vajrapani,
a non-human attendant of the Buddha, or Tyche/Fortuna
for the goddess Hariti. Greeks had been living in Bactria and
Gandhara since the Indian campaign of Alexander the Great
in the fourth century, and the influence of Hellenistic, and
then Roman, culture continued until the first centuries CE.

Gandharan art attests to the importance of the cult of
bodbisattvas, probably Siddhartha (the Buddha before his en-
lightenment) and definitely Maitreya (the future Buddha),
but despite an overwhelming richness of surviving sculp-
tures, there are very few that can be indisputably connected
with Mahayana Buddhism and its specific Buddhas and bo-
dhisattvas.

THE KusHANS. The Kushans adopted Bactrian, a Middle
Iranian language, for their coins and for inscriptions, but
they also used Gandhari, a Middle Indian language written
in Kharosthi script, for administrative purposes. Kushan in-
fluence extended well into Central Asia and administrative
documents written in Gandhari and dating from the period
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between 200 and 320 have been found in the kingdom of
Shan-shan (Kroraina), which stretched from the Niya River,
a short distance east of Khotan as far as Lob Nor. At the same
time, Gandhari was the language used by the Dharmagup-
takas, a school of mainstream Buddhism. Translations of
scriptures of this school into Chinese are known from the be-
ginning of the fifth century, but until recently only one text
was known in its Indian original, the famous manuscript of
the Dharmapada, found more than a hundred years ago in
Khotan and probably to be dated to the second or third cen-
tury CE. Since the 1990s, however, a steadily growing num-
ber of Dharmaguptaka texts has been found in Afghanistan.
They attest to the importance of this school in the Kushan
Empire, and they support the thesis that the Dharmagup-
takas were among the first to bring Buddhism to the south
and east of Central Asia.

Another school of mainstream Buddhism apparently
flourishing in the Kushan Empire was that of the
Sarvastivadins. Originally, they also must have used a Middle
Indian language, but they adopted Sanskrit for their com-
mentaries and their poetical literature and then gradually
sanskritized their canonical literature. They spread mainly
along the northern route of the Silk Road, and the cave
monasteries in the oases of Kula, Karasahr and Turfan be-
came strongholds of the Sarvastivada. It is difficult, if not im-
possible, to date this process. An Shigao, the first known
translator of Buddhist texts into Chinese active around 140
CE, apparently used Sarvastivada versions, but he came from
Parthia in the west of Central Asia. A large amount of manu-
script fragments has been found in the monasteries along the
northern route, and the oldest of them date to the second
century CE, but these are palm-leaf manuscripts imported
from India. The oldest Sanskrit manuscripts actually written
in Central Asia probably date to the fifth century; they are
written on paper, a material introduced from China, but not
used in India and Afghanistan at that time.

ForMs OF BUDDHISM. The spread and distribution of vari-
ous forms of Buddhism in Central Asia has to be reconstruct-
ed from the manuscript finds and the reports of the Chinese
pilgrims to India. The evidence suggests a clear divide be-
tween Buddhism on the northern and southern branches of
the Silk Road. Between Kashgar at the western end of the
Tarim Basin and Anxi at its eastern end the Silk Road divid-
ed into two routes, which followed the mountain ranges
from oasis to oasis and skirted the terrible Takla Makan de-
sert. The northern route followed the Tianshan and connect-
ed the oases of Tums3ugq, Ku¢a, Kara$ahr, Turfan, and Hami,
while the southern route led along the Kunlun to Khotan
and then on to Niya, Miran, and Dunhuang. Most of the
monks in the monasteries on the northern route followed
mainstream Buddhism in the form of the Sarvastivada
school. The overwhelming majority of Sanskrit manuscripts
found there belongs to the canonical and postcanonical liter-
ature of the Sarvastivadins. The work represented by the larg-
est number of manuscripts is the Uddnavarga, a very popular
collection of verses allegedly spoken by the Buddha. Next

comes the Pratimoksasiitra, the confession formulary of the
Buddhist monks. The number and order of its rules are
school-specific, and the frequency of this text serves as one
of the main arguments for determining the school affiliation
of the monasteries along the northern route. Fragments of
the corresponding text for the Buddhist nuns point to the
possible existence of nunneries, but the fragments are very
few and none of the spots where they were found have been
proven to be convents for nuns. Besides works from the
Sarvastivada Vinaya (the collection of rules of the Buddhist
order), a few from that of the Milasarvistivadins have also
been found, and altogether three texts from the canon of the
Dharmaguptakas. Interestingly enough, the latter are no lon-
ger written in Gandhari, but in Sanskrit, apparently under
the influence of the Sarvastivadins. A certain number of frag-
ments of Mahayanasiitras has come to light, but they belong
to no more than thirty manuscripts, most of which have been
found in the oases of Soréuq and Toyoq farther east.

Khotan, on the contrary, must have been an a leading
center of Mahayana Buddhism, since nearly all of the San-
skrit texts found there belong to sttras of the “Great Vehi-
cle.” The precise date of Buddhism’s initial establishment in
Khotan is unknown. According to Chinese sources, there
was a Buddhist community in Khotan by the second century
CE. Zhu Shixing, who studied Prajfidgparamita literature in
the Chinese city of Luoyang in the third century, went west
in search of the Pasicavimsatisihasriki-prajiiaparamiti-sitra,
which he found in Khotan. Moksala, who translated this
work into Chinese in 291, was a Khotanese, and another
Khotanese, Gitamitra, took a copy of the same text with him
to the Chinese capital Chang’an in 296. Thus, Khotan was
already a well-established center of Mahayana studies in the
third century. None of the manuscripts found in Khotan,
however, belongs to this early period. Most of them date
from the seventh to the tenth centuries, and they contain ei-
ther Sanskrit texts or translations from Sanskrit into Kho-
tanese, an Iranian language. Common are manuscripts of the
Prajaaparamitasiitras, the Suvarnabbasottamasiitra, the
Samghatasiitra, and the ubiqitous Saddharmapundarikasiitra,
which, amazingly, was never translated into Khotanese.
One of the most famous manuscripts from Central Asia
is the so-called Kashgar manuscript of the Saddharma-
pundarikasiitra. Originally, it comprised 459 leaves, 447 of
which are preserved in full or in fragments and are now dis-
tributed over the collections in St. Petersburg, London, Ber-
lin, Dalian (China), and New Haven, a not-at-all uncharac-
teristic example of the fate of many manuscript finds,
especially those from Khotan and from Dunhuang.

LANGUAGES. Indian languages, and from the fifth century
onwards, only Sanskrit, remained the “church language”
(Nattier, 1990) in Central Asia, and the percentage of Indian
texts among the literature is absolutely remarkable. In the
western part, in Bactria, Sogdiana, and Afghanistan, no
translations into any of the vernaculars have been found so
far. Two Buddhist texts in Bactrian, which came to light
among the finds from Afghanistan in the 1990s, are possibly
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not translated, but may have been originally composed in
Bactrian. The Sogdians played a very important role in the
transmission of Buddhism to the east, since from the third
century onwards they took over the long-distance trade and
built up a network of trade posts from Samarkand far into
China. But when they finally started to translate Buddhist
scriptures into their own language, they did so not from San-
skrit originals, but from Chinese. In Eastern Turkestan,
however, the situation was different: Sanskrit texts are found
side by side with translations into the vernaculars, and they
remained in use until the end of Buddhism in the area. Texts
in Tocharian, the easternmost Indo-European language,
which have been found mostly in Kuéa, Kara$ahr, and Tur-
fan, belong to the literature of the Sarvastivadins and suggest
that it was mainly the Tocharians who continued to use the
original Sanskrit texts of that school. Many bilinguals and
Sanskrit manuscripts with Tocharian glosses confirm this
supposition. To a certain extent, this also holds true for the
literature of the Uighurs. After the fall of their empire in the
Orkhon Basin further northeast, parts of this Turkish tribe
had settled from 840 onwards in the oases of Kuéa, Karasihr,
and Turfan, but also in Hami and in the Gansu corridor. In
Xoco in the oasis of Turfan, a Uighur kingdom was estab-
lished, which existed from approximately 850 to 1250. The
Uighurs also used Sanskrit, but from the eighth or ninth cen-
tury onwards they translated a growing number of texts,
mostly of Mahayana affiliation, from Chinese into Uighur.

INDIGENOUS DEVELOPMENTS. Very different from the devel-
opment in China, and later in Tibet, it appears that none of
the Central Asian forms of Buddhism succeeded in establish-
ing an important indigenous literary tradition based on the
received canonical literature. There are very few independent
works in the vernaculars; a famous example is a work in Kho-
tanese, provisionally called the “Book of Zambasta” after the
person who commissioned it, a voluminous verse-summary
of Buddhism, which probably dates from the seventh centu-
ry. Remarkably enough, its author complains that “The Kho-
tanese do not value the [Buddhist] Law at all in Khotanese.
They understand it badly in Indian. In Khotanese it does not
seem to them to be the Law. For the Chinese the Law is in
Chinese. . . . To the Khotanese that seems to be the law
whose meaning they do not understand at all” (Emmerick,
1968, p. 343ff.). This clinging to Sanskrit as the authorita-
tive medium of religious literature may have been one of the
reasons for the comparatively small number of indigenous
works in the vernaculars.

One of the most important works from the northern
route is the Maitreyasamitinitaka, the “dramatical descrip-
tion of the meeting with [the future Buddha] Maitreya” in
twenty-seven chapters. Although the text pretends to be of
Indian origin, it was probably composed in Kara$ahr in To-
charian and then translated into Uighur under the tide
Maitrisimit. It attests to the important position of the cult
of Maitreya in Central Asian Buddhism. This cult was prac-
ticed equally by followers of mainstream and of Mahayana
Buddhism, and significantly a whole chapter of the “Book
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of Zambasta” is devoted to Maitreya. As in the case of
Amitabha, the most popular meditation Buddha in Central
Asia, an Iranian origin or at least influence has been much
discussed. Although both figures display certain elements
that are also found with Iranian gods, these elements can just
as easily be explained with reference to the Indian back-
ground.

One of the most important sites in the region is the
monastery Qianfo-dong (“caves of the thousand Buddhas”)
near Dunhuang. The Indo-Scythian Dharmaraksa, one of
the great translators of Buddhist texts into Chinese, was born
there around 230 CE, and one of his Chinese disciples
founded a large monastery there. The caves are famous for
their excellently preserved wall paintings, but one of them
contained another surprise for the European scholars who
came there in the first decade of the twentieth century. The
local attendant led them to a previously walled-off chamber,
which concealed a sensational collection of manuscripts.
They had been hidden probably before 1035 when Dun-
huang was conquered by the Tanguts, since no Tangut texts
are found there. The chamber contained forty to fifty thou-
sand manuscripts, most of them Chinese and Tibetan, the
latter dating to the eighth and ninth centuries when the Ti-
betan empire occupied most of Eastern Turkestan. Besides
the Chinese and Tibetan manuscripts, the library included
texts in Uighur, Sanskrit, Tocharian, Khotanese, and Sogdi-
an (in the last two cases most of what survives in these lan-
guages was found at Dunhuang).

Although the Tibetan texts from Dunhuang are of sin-
gular importance for the early history of Tibet, the Tibetan
occupation made little mark on Central Asian Buddhism.
Only the Uighurs translated Buddhist texts from Tibetan
into their own language, but when they started to do so it
was after the turn of the millennium and at a time when
Tibet had long lost all political influence in Central Asia.
This was very different with Chinese Buddhism. During the
first centuries CE, it was mainly monks from Central Asia
who brought the new religion to China and who became in-
strumental in acquainting the Chinese with Buddhism by
translating the texts. Without such outstanding figures like
the famous Kumarajiva, Buddhism would probably never
have made a lasting impact on Chinese culture. As a son of
an Indian father and a local princess, Kumarajiva was born
in Kuéa and brought to Chang’an at the beginning of the
fifch century. With him, a new translation technique was de-
veloped, which finally succeeded in presenting Buddhism in
a literary form acceptable to Chinese taste. From the time
of the Tang dynasty, however, the relationship was partly re-
versed. Buddhist literature was no longer imported from
Central Asia; instead, Chinese translations of what were orig-
inally Indian texts were now translated into Khotanese, Sog-

dian, and Uighur.

In the western part of Central Asia, Buddhism had prac-
tically disappeared by the end of the first millennium.
Around 950, it came to an end in Khotan when the rulers
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decided to embrace Islam. Only on the northern route of the
Silk Road did Buddhism survive for a few more centuries,
although it must already have been in decline at that time.
Around the end of the fifteenth century, at the latest, it final-
ly disappeared from the Turfan oasis when the ruler of Xoco
withdrew his support of the local monks.
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JENs-UWE HARTMANN (2005)

BUDDHISM: BUDDHISM IN MONGOLIA
Buddhism in Chinese, Central Asian, Ka¢miri, and Tibetan
forms influenced Mongolia’s ancient and medieval nomadic
empires in varying degrees. From 1580 to 1920 Tibetan-
style Buddhism dominated Mongolia and touched every as-
pect of life. Communist antireligious campaigns destroyed
this hegemony, but after 1985 liberalization led to a renewed
religious revival. The Mongolian plateau can be divided into
Mongolia proper (Outer Mongolia, now the independent
State of Mongolia) to the north, and Inner Mongolia (now
an autonomous region in China) along the borders of China
proper. From the fourth century on, the Mongolic-speaking
Xianbi in Inner Mongolia and north China patronized Chi-
nese Buddhism. The Kitans, another branch of the Xianbi,
whose Mongolic language has been partly deciphered, be-
came avid patrons and practitioners of Chinese Buddhism
under their Liao dynasty (907-1125). Many rulers of the
Tiirk empires, which dominated Mongolia proper from 552
to 745, also patronized Buddhist monks from the Central
Asian oasis states and from China.

By the twelfth century, Mongolia and Inner Mongolia
were occupied by a variety of Turkic and Mongolic-speaking
tribes, and Buddhist influence had virtually disappeared. The
unification of the plateau by Chinggis Khan (Genghis, r.
1206-1227) and his conquests brought the Mongols again
in touch with Buddhism among the Uighurs of the Central
Asian oases (in today’s eastern Xinjiang) and in northern
China. In 1219 Chinggis Khan granted tax exemption to all
Buddhist clerics. Buddhism, alongside Christianity, Daoism,
and Islam, became one of the four favored religions of the
Mongol empire. Until 1253, the khans chiefly patronized
Chinese dhyana (Zen) monks.

With the conquest of the Xi (western) Xia or Tangut
dynasty in northwestern China completed in 1227, the
Mongols learned of its long-standing ties with Tibetan Bud-
dhist clerics. In 1240 the Mongols first reconnoitered Tibet
to find a Tibetan cleric. In 1247, the first Tibetan Buddhist
lama came to the court of a Mongol prince. Mongol expan-
sion also brought contact with Ka$miri monks.

In 1251 a new branch of Chinggis Khan’s family seized
power. Méngke Khan (r. 1251-1259) began actively patron-
izing Tibetan and Kaémiri Buddhist leaders of several differ-
ent lineages. Mongke’s brother Qubilai Khan (r. 1260-
1294) made 'Phags pa Lama, of the Tibetan Sa skya pa mo-
nastic order, the chief cleric of the empire. From then on,
the imperial family of the Mongols in China, as well as many
aristocratic Mongol clans, regularly received tutoring and
Tantric initiations from Sa skya pa and other Tibetan Bud-

dhist hierarchs.

The Mongols adopted the Uighur script under Chinggis
Khan. In the late thirteenth and early to mid-fourteenth cen-
turies, the Mongols in China sponsored many Buddhist
translations. Although the translations were generally made
from Tibetan texts, the translators were strongly influenced
by Uighur Buddhist terminology. The translations of Chos-
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gi-Odsir (fl. 1307-1321) were particularly famous. A Nepa-
lese artist, Aniga (1244-1278), invited to Qubilai’s court,
began a school of Nepalese-influenced Inner Asian Buddhist
artwork. Surviving monuments of the era include the White
Pagoda in central Beijing. Mongol princes also patronized
other religions and "Phags pa Lama and succeeding court
chaplains participated in the Mongol ancestral cults main-
tained at court. Buddhist clergy served as astrologers and di-
viners.

After 1260, the Mongol dominions in the Middle East,
Eastern Europe and Kazakhstan, and in Central Asia broke
away from the power of the great khans in East Asia. The
local Mongol rulers continued to patronize Buddhist monks,
called bagshi, who were sometimes Tibetan, Ka§miri, or Chi-
nese, but mostly Uighur. This patronage in the Mongols’
western domains ceased after successive waves of Islamization

from 1295 to 1335.

Although the Mongol great khans were expelled from
China in 1368, they continued to rule on the Mongolian
plateau in the name of the Chinggisid dynasty. Buddhist
monks were appointed as court chaplains at least through
1455, but after that the influence of Buddhism declined.
Particularly after the reign of Dayan Khan (14802-1517?),
the ancestral cult of Chinggis Khan became the focus of
court religious life.

From the 1550s on, Mongols expanded into Kékenuur
(Qinghai) in northeastern Tibet where they again came in
contact with Tibetan Buddhist clerics. At the same time,
Altan Khan (1508-1582), in Hoéhhot of modern Inner
Mongolia, gave refuge to millenarian Buddhists fleeing per-
secution in China. After making peace with China in 1571,
however, Altan Khan extradited the millenarian leaders and
instead turned to Tibetan lamas. The Second Conversion
that made Mongolia a pervasively Buddhist country began
in 1578 when Altan Khan and the Chinggisid nobility of
southwestern Inner Mongolia met the Third Dalai Lama of
the new Dge lugs pa, or Yellow Hat, order of Tibetan Bud-
dhist monks.

In Tibet itself, the passionately convinced Dge lugs pa
adherents fought fierce opposition in order to purge Bud-
dhism of noncanonical tantras and practices. The embattled
Dge lugs pa saw the Mongol conversion as a chance to create
a purely Yellow Hat society. Mongol rulers converted to Dge
lugs pa Buddhism, destroyed shamanist ancestral figures, and
severely punished shamanist sacrifices. As Dge lugs pa mis-
sionaries expanded to eastern Inner Mongolia and Mongolia
proper during the seventeenth century, they also struggled
tenaciously against adherents of older Buddhist orders, par-
ticularly the Sa skya pa. The missionary endeavor of the Dge
lugs pas paid off in 1642 when Giiiishi Khan, ruler of the
western Oirat Mongols (from today’s northern Xinjiang) in-
vaded Tibet, destroyed the enemies of the Yellow Hats, and
enthroned the Fifth Dalai Lama as Central Tibet’s secular
and religious ruler. By 1700, non-Yellow Hat Buddhism had
essentially disappeared from Mongolia. Shamanism was
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more tenacious, but by 1800 it survived in institutionalized
form only on the eastern and northern fringes of the Mongo-
lian plateau. From 1800 on, another wave of Dge lugs pa
missionary activity converted many Buriat Mongols in
southern Siberia.

During the Second Conversion, noblemen dedicated
their children to monastic life. Monastic institutions rapidly
took shape all over Mongolia. In 1639 the son of a Chinggi-
sid nobleman became the first of the line of Jibzundamba
Khutugtus, the most holy Mongolian Buddhist incarnate
lama lineage. This First Jibzundamba Khutugtu, named
Zanabazar (1635-1723), also become a major political leader
who led the Mongols of Mongolia proper into submission
to the Manchu Qing dynasty (1636-1912). He was also one
of the great sculptors of the Buddhist artistic tradition.
Translation of the Buddhist scriptures culminated in the
complete translation of the Tibetan Buddhist canon, first of
the Bka’ "gyur (the canonical sutras and tantras), in 1628 to
1629 and then of the Bstan "gyur (the canonical Indian com-
mentaries) in 1749.

By the 1830s virtually every aspect of Tibetan monastic
culture had been transplanted to Mongolia. With only a few
exceptions, Mongolian Buddhist services were carried on in
Tibetan language. In the 1918 census of Mongolia proper,
about 45 percent of the Mongolian male population had re-
ceived some monastic education and hence were considered
lamas. Only about a third of these, however, actually lived
in monasteries as celibate lamas. The rest left the monasteries
in their late teens and became married householders, per-
forming all normal lay duties. Nuns (chibagantsa) were al-
most always widows or unmarried older women who took
vows; no organized nunneries are known. Incarnate lamas
and major monasteries also had lay subjects, called shabi (dis-
ciples). Mongolia’s present capital, Ulaanbaatar, developed
around the monastery of the Jibzundamba Khutugtu. Other
major monasteries include Erdeni Zuu in central Mongolia
and Badgar Juu in Inner Mongolia.

Mongolian Buddhist literature was first nurtured by
translated Indian and Tibetan works. Many Mongolian
scholars wrote in Tibetan on Buddhist philosophy, tantra,
astrology, medicine, and grammar. In the eighteenth centu-
ry, the Third Mergen Gegeen Lubsang Dambi Jalsan (1717—
1766) designed a Mongolian-language liturgy that incorpo-
rated local Mongolian deities and spirits. He also began the
tradition of writing didactic poetry and devotional songs in
Mongolian; many of his songs are still sung today. This tradi-
tion reached its height with the wild poet and incarnate lama
Danzin Rabjai (1803-1856).

Lay Mongolian religious life revolved around a number
of cults such as that of the 0boo (cairns), the “White Old
Man” (#sagan ebiigen), and the rituals of the household fire,
particularly that of the Lunar New Year. Many scholars have
seen these as “survivals of shamanism,” yet they were com-
pletely integrated into Mongolian Buddhist practice. In fact,
the 0boo cult actually seems to have been introduced into
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Mongolia from Tibet in the seventeenth to eighteenth centu-
ries. Poems and sermons addressed to the laity castigated so-
cial evils such as hunting, blood sacrifices, alcohol, smoking,
and youthful romance, while advocating filial piety, frugali-
ty, and obedience to authorities in religion and state.

After the Manchu Qing dynasty changed its policy to
sinicizing the Mongols in 1901, the Eighth Jibzundamba
Khutugtu (1870-1924) declared Mongolia proper indepen-
dent in 1911. Under his theocratic rule from 1911 to 1919,
clerical privileges in Mongolia expanded to unprecedented
levels. Several monuments of Buddhist architecture were
built, including the temple housing the 80-foot high statue
of Avalokiteévara and the Green Palace.

In southeastern Inner Mongolia, the Chinese-
influenced writer Injannashi (1837-1892) had sharply criti-
cized Buddhist lamas for their ignorant and arrogant rejec-
tion of the world. This criticism, reflecting a long-standing
Confucian critique of Buddhism, developed in the eatly
twentieth century into an anticlerical ethos that pervaded the
new schools movement in eastern Inner Mongolia. By con-
trast, many Buriat Mongols of southern Siberia clung strong-
ly to Buddhism in resisting Tsarist Russia’s policies of Russi-
fication and Christianization. After 1917, the lama Agwang
Dorzhiev (1853-1938) and the secular intellectual Tsyben
Zhamtsarano (1881-1942) strongly advocated the compati-
bility of Buddhism with modern science and socialism.

In independent Mongolia, a Soviet-supported leftist re-
gime was installed in 1921. When the Eighth Jibzundamba
Khutugtu died in 1924, Mongolia was declared a People’s
Republic. In 1929, mass anti-Buddhist campaigns began
among the Buriat Mongols of southern Siberia and in Mon-
golia proper. Popular support for the monasteries remained
strong and religiously based insurrections in Mongolia in
1932 forced a temporary reversal. Between 1936 and 1939,
however, pressure from Moscow resulted in the complete de-
struction of institutional Buddhism in Mongolia and Siberia.
In Mongolia, perhaps 50,000 lamas were arrested or shot.

After 1944 one monastery was reopened in Mongolia
proper and two in Buriatia. Education of children in reli-
gious tenets was prohibited. Lamas were prohibited from
performing any religious functions outside the monasteries.
All lamas were expected to marry. In 1947 the Chinese Com-
munists came to power in Inner Mongolia. After a period of
limited religious tolerance, anti-Buddhist persecution began
there in 1958, which resulted in the destruction of all Bud-
dhist institutions after 1966.

In 1979 liberalization in China allowed Inner Mongo-
lian monasteries to open again. By the 1990s, Buddhist
monasteries again enjoyed a qualified toleration, although
the Communist party still controlled education and public
discourse. After 1989, the collapse of the Soviet bloc brought
full religious freedom to Mongolia proper for the first time.
Old Buddhist monasteries are being rebuilt, often with funds
from India, Japan, and the Mongolian government. Child-

monks are being trained in new religious schools. At the
same time, Buddhism faces new competition from evangeli-
cal Christian missionaries. Among the Buriat Mongols,
Christian missions are much more limited, but Western-
based advocates of non-Dge lugs pa, non-traditional forms
of Buddhism have brought new divisions.
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BUDDHISM: BUDDHISM IN TIBET

Religion pervades many aspects of Tibetan life and culture,
and the dominant, institutional religious system of Tibet is
Buddhism (sangs rgyas kyi bstan pa). The Tibetan Bon reli-
gion, in its organized, clerical dimension, is a form of Bud-
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dhism whose first human teacher, Ston pa Gshen rab (Ténpa
Shenrab), is always referred to by the Bon po as a buddha
(sangs rgyas) who lived long before Sikyamuni. Bon, like the
other forms of Buddhism in Tibet, embraces a wide-ranging
sphere of cultural and religious activity, whose elaborate tra-
ditions of ritual, art, and learning derive from both indige-
nous sources and the ancient religious matrices of India, Iran,

and China.

Besides the originally “foreign” traditions of Buddhism
and Bon, Tibetan religions embrace a broad range of beliefs,
practices, and specialist practitioners that appear to be of au-
tochthonous origin. These may be found in both Bon po and
Buddhist settings as well as in some contexts in which sectari-
an affiliation is left unclear. At issue are the elements of Ti-
betan religious life that constitute what R. A. Stein has called
the “nameless religion,” in preference to the misleading des-
ignation of “popular religion.” What is at stake here is not
a distinction between the beliefs of the general populace and
those of the religious or social elite. In actual practice, the
nameless religion, centering on the cults of local divinities
and spirits, the harmony or conflict between humans, and
the invisible forces with which they must interact, is the con-
cern of persons belonging to all strata of Tibetan society, and
it is in fact almost named Buddhism or Bon, depending
upon the contexts in which it occurs. For the purposes of the
present survey, however, the point of focus must be restricted
to Tibetan Buddhism as represented in the historical and
doctrinal traditions of the major Buddhist orders apart from
Bon, with some attention too to the role of Buddhism in Ti-
betan society overall.

TIBETAN BUDDHIST BEGINNINGS. It is not clear when, ex-
actly, Tibetans made their first contact with the Buddhist re-
ligion. Indigenous tradition holds that in the time of the leg-
endary king of the Yar lung principality, Lha Tho tho i (Lha
Thotori, c. fourth century CE), Buddhist scriptures and im-
ages miraculously fell onto the palace or else that these ob-
jects were carried there by a central Asian Buddhist monk.
Though these tales must be considered as legends, it is not
implausible that some knowledge of Buddhism may have
found its way to Tibet during this late period of its prehistory
for the Tibetan plateau was by then surrounded on all sides
by lands in which Buddhism was well established as a reli-
gious and cultural system: Nepal and India to the south,
China to the east, the Silk Road states to the north, and the
Iranian world to the west.

History proper begins in Tibet with the emperor Srong
btsan sgam po (Songtsen Gampo, c. 617-649), who politi-
cally unified the peoples occupying the Tibetan plateau and
whose armies then penetrated deep into the surrounding ter-
ritories. The Tibetan system of writing was also developed
at this time. The emperor’s marriage to the Chinese princess
of Wencheng (d. 678) was accompanied by the installation
in his capital, Lhasa, of a precious image of Sikyamuni Bud-
dha brought from China as part of her dowry and said to
have been originally manufactured in India as an exact like-
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ness of the Buddha himself. The statue, known as the Jowo
(Lord), remains Tibet’s holiest object of pilgrimage. Later ac-
counts relate that the monarch also married a Nepalese Bud-
dhist princess, Bhrkuti, and that, inspired by the devotion
of his two foreign queens, Srong btsan sgam po and the inner
circle of his court embraced the Indian religion. Indeed, the
emperor was regarded in later times as a Tibetan emana-
tion of the regal bodhisattva of compassionate love,
Avalokitesvara.

Though Srong btsan sgam po may have extended some
degree of official tolerance to Buddhism, at least in order to
accommodate his Chinese bride and her court, it is unlikely
that the alien faith made much progress in Tibet before an-
other half century or more had passed. In the time of the
ruler Khri "Dus srong (Tthi Diisong, d. 704), a temple was
founded in the region of Gling, in far eastern Tibet, perhaps
in connection with military campaigns in the southeastern
part of the Tibetan Empire, aimed at subjugating the Bud-
dhist kingdom of Nanzhao (in modern Yunnan). Neverthe-
less, it was only during the reign of Khri ’Dus srong’s noted
successor Khri Lde gtsug btsan (Trhi Detsuktsen, 704-755)
that there is clear evidence of Buddhist advances in central
Tibet. Once again, it was a Chinese princess who played an
instrumental role in supporting the faith.

The princess of Jincheng arrived in Tibet in 710, two
years before her then six-year-old husband-to-be was granted
his regal title. She is said to have been much saddened by the
absence of Buddhist funerary rites for the deceased nobility
and so introduced the Chinese Buddhist custom of conduct-
ing rites for the dead during a period of seven weeks of
mourning. This practice later gave rise to the belief, famed
in such works as the so-called T7betan Book of the Dead, that
forty-nine days intervene between death and rebirth. The
princess also invited to central Tibet Khotanese monks, who
formed the first community of the samgha in that land.
However, following the death of the princess in 739, proba-
bly due to an outbreak of the plague, there was a sharp anti-
Buddhist reaction, and the foreign monks were expelled.

The last years of Khri Lde gtsug btsan’s reign were
marked by grave factional conflict among the nobility, result-
ing finally in the monarch’s assassination. When his thirteen-
year-old son was placed on the throne in 755, the factions
dominating the court were implacably hostile to Buddhism.
The young emperor, Khri Srong lde’u btsan (Trhi Song-
detsen, 742—c. 797), nevertheless became imperial Tibet’s
greatest ruler as well as an unparalleled Buddhist benefactor.
In the monarch’s own surviving edicts, it was written that
during the early years of his reign Tibet faced severe epidem-
ics, afflicting both humans and livestock. When no other via-
ble solution appeared, he rescinded the ban on the practice
of Buddhist rites and matters rapidly turned for the better.
As a result, he himself adopted the Buddhist religion and un-
dertook to study its teachings in depth. His conversion took
place in 762, when he was just twenty years of age.
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It is sometimes thought that the adoption of Buddhism
by the Tibetan court pacified the formerly warlike Tibetan
people and thus contributed to the decline and fall of the em-
pire. Research, however, makes clear that Tibet continued
aggressive policies of imperial expansion long after Bud-
dhism became a key aspect of Tibetan imperial ideology.
Buddhism, in this context, provided the empire with the
symbolic means to represent itself throughout its domains
and to its neighbors as embodying a universal spiritual and
political order.

Khri Srong Ide’u btsan went on to construct Tibet’s first
Buddhist monastery, Bsam yas (Samye, c. 779), and invited
the learned Indian monk Santaraksita to ordain the first offi-
cially recognized Tibetan Buddhist monks. Henceforth, the
Tibetan Buddhist monastic community adhered to the
Vinaya of the Indian Milasarvastivada order as the basis for
its monastic code. The court also sponsored the translation
of Buddhist canonical scriptures, and the hundreds of texts
translated into Tibetan by the imperial translation commit-
tees may be counted among the greatest achievements of the
art of translation in world history. The Tibetan translation
canon, later organized into the complementary collections of
the Kanjur (bka’ ‘gyur, “translated scriptures”) and 7anjur
(bstan gyur, “translated commentaries”), preserves numerous
Indian and Chinese texts now unavailable elsewhere.

The foundation of Bsam yas is said also to have involved
the intercession of Padmasambhava, a renowned Tantric
adept from Oddiyana in northern India, whose services were
required to quell the hostile spirits and divinities of Tibet and
to win their allegiance to Buddhism. Together, the king Khri
Srong lde’u btsan, the monk Séntaraksita, and the adept Pad-
masambhava are popularly revered as the trinity of the Tibet-
an conversion and represent three of the major constituents
of the Tibetan Buddhist world: patron, monk, and Tantric
adept.

During the 780s, Khri Srong Ide’u btsan’s armies con-
quered Dunhuang, a major center of Chinese Buddhism.
The Chinese Chan master Moheyan was invited to central
Tibet and became involved in a debate or discussion at Bsam
yas with Santaraksita’s disciple, the Indian philosopher
Kamalasila. Their debate may well have led to a draw, but
later tradition reviles Moheyan as representing an irrational
doctrine of mystical intuition and regards Kamala$ila’s em-
phasis upon the gradual cultivation of the virtues of a bodhi-
sattva as the enduring paradigm to be emulated by Tibetan
Buddhists. The Tibetan occupation of Dunhuang in any
event broadened Tibet’s relations with Chinese Buddhism.
The preservation there of numerous Tibetan manuscripts,
which first became known in Europe through the work of
the British explorer Marc Aurel Stein in 1907, provides the
richest source of Tibetan documentation for the religious life
of the late first millennium.

DECLINE AND RENAISSANCE. Under Khri Srong lde’u btsan’s
successors, Khri Lde srong btsan (r. 804—815) and Khri Ral
pa can (Trhi Relpacen, r. 815-838), Buddhist monasteries

and schools continued to flourish with royal support. In the
reign of U’i dum btsan (Udumtsen, popularly known as
Glang Dar ma [Lang Darmal], “Ox Dharma,” 838-842),
state sponsorship of the monasteries was reduced or with-
drawn, perhaps for fiscal reasons. Later tradition, however,
recounts that there was a persecution of Buddhism culminat-
ing in Glang Dar ma’s assassination in 842 by the Buddhist
monk Lha lung Dpal gyi rdo rje (Lhalung Pelgi Dorje). The
collapse of the Tibetan Empire soon followed, and Tibet re-
mained without central authority for a full four hundred
years. Though much of Buddhist activity was curtailed, some
traditions of study and practice nevertheless survived, and
the Tantric traditions appear actually to have flourished fol-
lowing the empire’s fall. Monastic Buddhism, however, vir-
tually disappeared in central Tibet for more than a century
and was preserved among Tibetans solely in what had been
the empire’s far eastern districts, in the modern Chinese
provinces of Qinghai and Gansu. It was here, at some time
during the mid-tenth century, that a young Bon po convert-
ed and received Buddhist ordination. Known to posterity as
Bla chen Dgongs pa rab gsal (Lachen Gongpa Rapsel), the
“great lama whose spirit was clear,” he later ordained a group
of seckers from central and western Tibet, thus sparking the
late-tenth-century monastic revival movement that came to

be called the “later promulgation of the teaching” (bstan pa
phyi dar).

Tibet had now entered a new period of economic and
political development and change. Throughout much of the
Tibetan world, local lords struggled for supremacy, and reli-
gious authority was no less contested than temporal power.
Seckers and adventurers looked for authoritative sources of
Buddhist teaching in India and Nepal, traveling there in
search of gurus, scriptures, and esoteric lore. These develop-
ments were particularly prominent in western Tibet, where
the great translator Rin chen bzang po (Rinchen Zangpo,
958-1055) was patronized by the devout monarch of the Gu
ge Kingdom, Ye shes ’od (Yeshe-6), who was concerned to
purify Tibetan Buddhism from what he regarded as the cor-
rupt forms of Tantrism that had emerged during the post-
imperial period. At the royal monastery of Tho ling, one of
a number of religious establishments newly founded in Gu
ge’s domains, a translation academy was created, where Indi-
an Buddhist scholars were invited to collaborate with Rin
chen bzang po and his disciples. The Tibetan Buddhist trans-
lations, particularly of Tantric materials, produced from this
time on became known as the “new translations” (gsar gyur)
in contradistinction to the “former translations” (snga gyur),
whose Tantric texts some believed to be apocryphal or cor-
rupt. Tho ling continued to flourish long after Ye shes "od’s
decease, and in 1042 his successor Byang chub ’od (Chang-
cup-6) invited the renowned Bengali scholar and adept
Dipamkara$rijiana, known to posterity as Ati$a, to teach
there. Three years later Atiéa traveled to central Tibet, where
he continued to augment his Tibetan following until his
death at Snye thang, not far from Lhasa, in 1054.
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Ati$a appears in Tibetan accounts to have been an en-
thusiastic, generous, and saintly teacher, austere but at the
same time humorous and good-natured, learned but more
concerned with the quality of practice than with scholarship
per se. His successors, above all those affiliated with the line
of his lay disciple ‘Brom ston Rgyal ba’i ’byung gnas (Drom-
ton, 1004-1064), came to be known as Bka’ gdams pa (Ka-
dampa), “adherents of the scriptures and precepts,” the first
such named Tibetan Buddhist order. Brom ston founded
the seat of the order at the monastery of Rwa sgreng (Reting),
to the north of Lhasa, in 1057. Buddhist philosophical edu-
cation came to flourish at some Bka’ gdams pa centers as
well. Especially notable in this regard was the monastery of
Gsang phu (Sangphu), founded in 1071, where Rngog Blo
Idan shes rab (Ngok Loden Sherab, 1059-1109) established
a formal curriculum emphasizing debate and scholastic
study, which formed the model for all later Tibetan monastic
education.

The renewal of Buddhist activity was marked by inter-
mittent tensions due to a variety of factors: competing lines
of transmission, regional and clan affiliations, relations be-
tween preexisting Tibetan Buddhist traditions and newly im-
ported Indian teachings, orientations favoring monastic
scholarship versus Tantrism and yoga, and competition for
patronage among them. It was in this setting that the gury,
or lama (bla ma), began to emerge as a focal point of religious
and political authority. Though foreigners have sometimes
followed the Chinese in using the word /ama to refer to Ti-
betan monks in general, it is a term that retains for Tibetans
a special reference to the religious teacher who guides the
spiritual life of the individual and often the practical life of
the community as well.

Despite the reticence evinced by some factions toward
aspects of Tantrism, particularly ritualized sex and violence,
it was precisely during this same period that new efforts were
made to translate and transmit Buddhist Tantric traditions.
These efforts moreover reflected important changes within
the Indian Buddhist Tantrism itself: roughly, a shift to sys-
tems emphasizing internal yoga over external ritual, which
were often strongly eroticized in symbolism and sometimes
in practice as well. Indian Tantric adepts active at this time
claimed to possess particularly efficacious means for the swift
attainment of spiritual powers of various kinds, including
and culminating in enlightenment. Hence, the claims on the
part of Tibetan masters to continue the authoritative trans-
mission of such esoteric knowledge in Tibet came to play a
special role in authenticating new sources of power, prestige,
and authority.

Though the age of the new Tantric translations is gener-
ally said to have begun with Rin chen bzang po, it is one of
his junior contemporaries who is regarded as the first great
proponent of these innovative forms of Indian Buddhist
Tantrism. "Brog mi Sikya ye shes (Drokmi, 993-1050) was,
like most who entered the samgha in Tibet during the late
tenth century and early eleventh century, ordained within
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monastic traditions stemming from the indigenous tenth-
century monastic revival. But after years of study in Nepal
and India, he established his own monastic center and trans-
lation academy at Myu gu lung (Nyugulung), where he col-
laborated with the Indian Tantric master Gayadhara. His
most renowned contribution to later Tibetan Buddhism was
the transmission of a system of Tantrism and yoga based
upon the Hevajratantra that came to be the central esoteric
tradition of the Sa skya pa (Sakyapa) order, founded by the
aristocratic 'Khon (Khén) household in 1073.

Among those who studied with ’Brog mi was Mar pa
Chos kyi blo gros (Marpa, 1012-1096), who was sent to
study translation when his parents found him otherwise im-
possible to control. Eventually he rebelled against his teach-
er’s exactions, for ‘Brog mi’s tutelage did not come cheap,
and set out to make his own way among the celebrated mas-
ters of India. Famed as the leading Tibetan successor of the
renowned Indian siddhas Naropa and Maitripa, he attracted
many disciples, who, with their successors, came to be
known as Bka’ brgyud pa (Kagyiipa), “adherents of the oral
lineage.” Most famous among them was Mi la ras pa (Milare-
pa, 1040-1123), the great Tibetan mystical poet. The latter’s
disciple Sgam po pa (Gampopa, 1079-1153) sought to har-
monize the esoteric teachings of Mar pa’s tradition with the
ethical instructions of the Bka’ gdams pa, thus “mingling the
two streams.” The several monastic orders of the Bka’ brgyud
pa stem from among his disciples and played an important
role in later Tibetan religious and political life.

The new infusion of Indian Buddhist teaching during
this period gave rise to a large number of new Tibetan Bud-
dhist sects and schools, focusing on both philosophical and
Tantric teachings. At the same time, the reassertion of the
Bon and Rnying ma pa (Nyingmapa) traditions was ad-
vanced by means of rediscovered “treasures” (gter ma), texts,
and religious objects said to have been cached by famous
teachers in ancient times and now recovered. Among the
Rnying ma pa, their concealment was mostly attributed to
Padmasambhava. By means of their revelation, Nyang ral
Nyi ma ’od zer (Nyangrel Nyima Ozer, 1124-1196) and the
later “treasure revealers” (grer ston) elaborated an abundant
and influential body of ritual, historical, and legendary litera-
ture. Here the memory of the Tibetan Empire of the seventh
to ninth centuries is transformed to become a national reli-
gious myth in which the emperor Srong btsan sgam po fig-
ures as the worldly presence of the bodhisattva Avalokite$vara
and his Chinese and Nepalese brides as that of the savioress
Tara. Padmasambhava himself is now transfigured to be-
come the “Precious Guru” (Gu ru Rin po che) of the Tibetan
people overall. A famous later example of the gter ma litera-
ture is the so-called 77betan Book of the Dead, the book of
“liberation by hearing in the intermediate state” (Bardo Thi-
drél). This fourteenth-century revelation reflects in part the
ancient Tibetan religious concern with the safe passage of the
deceased.

LATER DEVELOPMENTS. In 1204 the Kashmiri scholar
Sakyasri arrived in Tibet with a retinue of learned followers.
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Their visit did much to catalyze a new enthusiasm for Indian
scholarship. Kun dga’ rgyal mtshan (Kunga Gyaltsen, 1182—
1251), an heir to the ’Khon family of Sa skya and later famed
as Sa skya Pandita, was among those inspired to devote him-
self to the advancement in Tibet of Indian intellectual tradi-
tions. Contemporaneously, much of Eurasia experienced the
devastating upheaval of the Mongol conquest, which had
begun with the rise of Chinggis Khan (d. 1227). By the end
of the third decade of the century, prophecies began to ap-
pear warning of an impending Mongol attack on Tibet.
These proved true when in 1239 an army commanded by
Dorta the Black swept into central Tibet, sacking the temple
of Rwa sgreng. The Mongols, however, withdrew without
consolidating their rule in Tibet. In 1246 Sa skya Pandita
embarked on a mission to the Mongol ruler, Godan Khan,
and remained among the Mongols until his death. His visit
established a precedent for Mongol relations with Tibet and
for the eventual adoption of Buddhism by the Mongols. Sa
skya Pandita’s nephew "Phags pa (Phakpa, 1235-1280) later
became the Tibetan preceptor of Kublai Khan. As the preem-
inent Tibetan clergyman in the eastern Mongol Empire (the
Chinese Yuan dynasty), he would be instrumental in the es-
tablishment of Sa skya pa preeminence in Tibet under the

Mongols.

Members of non—Sa skya pa orders also maintained rela-
tions with the Mongol lords: examples are the second Karma
pa hierarch, Karma Pakshi (1206-1283), and his successor,
Karma pa III Rang byung Rdo rje (Rangjung Dorje) (1284—
1339). The Karma pas, who headed one of the prominent
Bka’ brgyud pa orders, were instrumental in creating Tibet’s
unique form of ecclesiastical succession, in which a child is
identified as the reborn emanation (sprul sku) and legal heir
of a deceased master. During the period of the Mongol-Sa
skya pa hegemony, Tibetan Buddhist scholastic philosophy
also came into flower, thanks in part to Sa skya Pandita’s ex-
ample. The many famous figures active during this period
included the Bka’ gdams pa scholiast Bcom Idan rig ral
(Comden Raldri, early fourteenth century), the celebrated
canonical editor Bu ston (Butén, 1290-1364), the promul-
gator of the Jo nang pa (Jonangpa) order’s controversial “ex-
trinsic emptiness” (gghan stong) doctrine, Dol po pa (1292—
1361), and the redactor of the Great Perfection system,
Klong chen Rab ’byams pa (Longchen Rabjampa, 1308—
1363).

Toward 1350, under the leadership of Ta’i Si tu Byang
chub rgyal mtshan (Tasi Changcup Gyaltsen, 1302-1364)
of the Phag mo gru pa (Phakmotrupa) order, a Bka’ brgyud
pa offshoot, Tibet was freed from the Sa skya pa—Mongol re-
gime. It was during the period of Phag mo gru pa dominance
that followed that Rje Tsong kha pa Blo bzang grags pa (Je
Tsongkhapa, 1357-1419) founded the Dga’ Idan (Ganden)
monastery to the east of Lhasa (1409), which emerged as the
main seat of a new order, best known as Dge lugs pa (Geluk-
pa), the “adherents of virtue.” Though Tsong kha pa was
greatly revered for his vast learning and rigorous standard of

practice, relations between his disciples and some representa-
tives of the older orders grew increasingly contentious. The
fifteenth and sixteenth centuries witnessed intensive doctri-
nal debate between the Dge lugs pa and their Sa skya pa and
Bka’ brgyud pa rivals.

The connection between Tibetan Buddhism and impe-
rial China, which had been formed under China’s Mongol
rulers during the Yuan dynasty, did not come to an end after
that dynasty fell in 1368. An example may be found in the
relationship between one of the greatest Ming emperors,
Yongle (r. 1403—1424), and the fifth Karma pa hierarch De
bzhin gshegs pa (Dezhinshekpa, 1384-1415). Though the
Ming dynasty is often regarded as a period of Karma pa dom-
inance in Sino-Tibetan affairs, the Ming emperors were by
no means exclusive in their allegiance to a single Tibetan
school. Tsong kha pa’s disciple, Byams chen Chos rje (Jamc-
hen Chéje, 1352-1435), for instance, who established Se ra
Monastery near Lhasa in 1419, traveled to the Chinese capi-
tal and enjoyed an enthusiastic reception at the court, where
he was showered with honors and gifts.

Throughout the fifteenth century, Tsong kha pa’s suc-
cessors continued to found important new monastic estab-
lishments, gathering the patronage and support of leading
princes and powerful families. One of those who succeeded
in this way was Dge ’dun grub (Gendiindrup, 1391-1474),
founder of the Bkra shis lhun po (Tashi Lhiinpo) monastery
in Gusang (Tsang) province. This had significant political
ramifications during the seventeenth century, when the rul-
ers of Gtsang came to favor the Dge lugs pa’s rivals, above
all, the Karma pas. Dge dun grub and his successor, Dge
"dun rgya mtsho (Gendiin Gyatso, 1476-1542), were, how-
ever, primarily famed for their learning and sanctity, and
under their guidance Bkra shis lhun po soon became the pre-
eminent Dge lugs pa institution in Gtsang and the base for
the expansion of the order throughout western Tibet.

During the sixteenth century, important powers in cen-
tral Tibet were allied with the Dge lugs pa, while the kings
of Gtsang in the west supported hierarchs of the Bka’ brgyud
pa, Jo nang pa, and other orders. Dge ’dun rgya mtsho’s suc-
cessor, Bsod nams rgya mtsho (Sonam Gyatso, 1543-1588),
at this time became a missionary to the Mongols, and on
winning the allegiance of the chieftain Altan Khan (1578)
of the Tumed tribe, he received the Mongolian title Dalai
Lama (oceanic guru). Because the title was bestowed posthu-
mously on his predecessors, he became the third in the line.
The connection forged with the Mongols encouraged the re-
newed interest of the Mongolian leadership in Tibetan af-
fairs, and in 1642 Gushri Khan of the Khoshot tribe con-
quered all of Tibet, establishing the fifth Dalai Lama (1617-
1682) as ruler of the reunified realm. The kingdom of
Gtsang was suppressed together with the religious traditions
it had favored, above all the Jo nang pa, who were banned
from all but a few Tibetan territories outside the sphere of
the Dalai Lama’s control. The government of the fifth Dalai
Lama strongly supported the development of mass monasti-
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cism in all parts of the country, and new Dge lugs pa estab-
lishments were founded everywhere. Many centers of the
older orders and of the Bon religion were now required to
become Dge lugs pa.

The fifth Dalai Lama forged Tibet’s unique political sys-
tem, based in principle upon a reciprocal relationship be-
tween the religious and secular branches of government (chos
srid gnyis ldan), with the Dalai Lama or his regent directing
the affairs of state. This system required that monastic hier-
archs and officials be directly involved in most offices of the
Tibetan government. The authority of the Great Fifth’s re-
gime was given concrete form in the imposing Potala Palace,
a large complex of government offices, shrines, and resi-
dences. His tutor, the Panchen bla ma Blo bzang chos rgyan
(Lozang Chégyen, 1567-1662), a distinguished scholar, rose
to prominence at this time as well. Thereafter, the successive
rebirths of the Panchen Lamas were recognized at Bkra shis
lhun po, where they often wielded considerable political
power. The Panchen Lamas were officially second in rank to,
but sometimes actually rivaled, the Dalai Lamas themselves.

The Manchu rulers of China’s Qing dynasty (1644—
1911) became directly involved in Tibetan affairs in opposi-
tion to the renewed Mongol power in Tibet, and the fifth
Dalai Lama visited the court soon after the new dynasty’s in-
ception. Tibet was soon a focal point of competition between
Manchus and Mongols in their struggle for hegemony in
central Asia. The controversial sixth Dalai Lama, Tshangs
dbyangs rgya mtsho (Tshangyang Gyatso, 1683-1706), a
libertine who preferred the company of women to the life
of a monk, was forcibly removed from office and died under
mysterious circumstances enroute to the Chinese capital. In
1717 the Mongolian Dzungar tribe invaded Tibet, bringing
renewed civil war and intersectarian violence. During the
1720s, the Manchus sought to consolidate their rule over
large parts of the eastern Tibetan provinces of Amdo and
Kham. Leading Dge lugs pa hierarchs from Amdo, such as
the Qianlong emperor’s teacher Leang skya Rol pa’i rdo rje
(Jangkya Rélpe Dorje, 1717-1786), came to play an impor-
tant role in the religious affairs of the Manchu Empire.

The political turmoil in central Tibet throughout much
of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries contributed to
a remarkable shift in Tibet’s cultural geography. Whereas
central Tibet had been, throughout the preceding centuries,
the unrivaled heart of Tibetan religious life, it became now
the tendency for masters of eastern Tibetan origin to devote
much of their energy to activities in or near their native dis-
tricts. The eastward displacement of cultural activity had
many causes and consequences. Thus, for example, the civil
wars of the seventeenth century made an exile of the tenth
Karma pa, Chos dbyings rdo rje (Chéying Dorje, 1605—
1674), a talented painter and patron of the arts, and led him
to spend much of his career in the far southeast of Tibet, in
what is now Yunnan. The patronage of his order by impor-
tant princes in Khams encouraged his followers to regard the
east as their true base, so that in succeeding centuries the
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major center of learning and culture in the Karma pa order
was Dpal spungs (Pelpung) monastery, in the eastern princi-
pality of Sde dge (Derge). With the patronage of the rulers
of Sde dge, eastern Tibetan Karma pa and Sa skya pa masters
contributed to the foundation of Tibet’s greatest publishing
house, the Sde dge Printery, whose eighteenth-century edi-
tion of the Tibetan Buddhist canon is considered one of the
masterworks of traditional Tibetan printing. At the same
time, some of the Dge lugs pa monasteries in eastern Tibet
for the first time also became important centers of learning
in their own right, particularly in Amdo. The best-known
examples were no doubt Sku ’bum (Kumbum), near Tsong
kha pa’s birthplace not far from the city of Xining (Qinghai
province), and Bla brang Bkra shis ’khyil (Labrang Tashikhy-
il), founded by ’Jam dbyangs bzhad pa (Jamyang Zhepa,
1648-1721) in southern Gansu.

Nineteenth-century Khams became home to a dynamic
movement often characterized as “eclectic” or “universalist”
(Ris med), which sought to defuse the intense sectarianism
that had often plagued Tibetan Buddhism. The encyclopedic
writings of Jam dbyangs Mkhyen brtse’i dbang po (Jam-
yang Khyentse, 1820-1892) and ’Jam mgon kong sprul
(Jamgon Kongtriil, 1813—-1899) became in some respects a
new canon for the adherents of this movement. One of their
disciples, Mi pham rnam rgyal (Mipham Namgyal, 1846—
1912) also elaborated a new scholastic curriculum emphasiz-
ing the doctrinal standpoint of the Rnying ma pa order.
Though the thirteenth Dalai Lama (1876-1933) was sympa-
thetic to the goals of the eclectic movement, some factions
within the Dge lugs pa leadership were not. Prominent
among them was Pha bong kha pa Bde chen Snying po (Pha-
bongkhapa Dechen Nyingpo, 1878-1941), whose visions of
the spirit Rdo rje shugs Idan (Dorje Shukden) seem to have
entailed a commitment to oppose actively the other schools
of Tibetan Buddhism and the Bon religion. There has been,
as a result, a continuing legacy of sectarian dispute among
Tibetans to the early twenty-first century.

ESSENTIAL BELIEFS AND DOCTRINES. The several orders and
schools of Tibetan Buddhism have a great many particular
doctrines and precepts, which impart to them each a distinc-
tive character. Here, however, only salient features of the
common heritage of Tibetan Buddhism will be considered.

Like many Buddhist traditions, Tibetan Buddhism em-
phasizes the impermanence of conditioned reality and the re-
sulting inevitability of suffering and death. Living beings
who have not achieved nirvana (myang “das), that is, the en-
lightenment of a buddha, are subject to a perpetual, painful
round of rebirth, or samsara (khor ba), their condition in any
given lifetime, whether human, divine, or infernal, being de-
termined by the impetus of their past meritorious and de-
meritorious karma (las). Tibetan Buddhism therefore stresses
the necessity of gaining merit (4sod nams) through donations
to monks and religious institutions, offering of lamps and in-
cense, recitation of scriptures, performance of prostrations
and circumambulations, “ransoming” of animals from the
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butcher, and many other types of religiously valued actions.
One must turn from worldly activities to religion by taking
refuge in the Three Precious Jewels (dkon mchog gsum): the
Buddha, his teaching (chos), and the religious community
(dge ‘dun). Often one’s lama is added to this universal Bud-
dhist trinity as a fourth refuge.

Tibetan Buddhists are encouraged not to seck nirvina
for themselves alone but to cultivate compassion (snying rje)
for all living beings. One is to embark upon the Great Vehi-
cle, the Mahayana (#heg chen), that is, the path of a bodhisarst-
va (byang chub sems dpa’), and to develop the virtues of chari-
ty, self-restraint, patience, diligence, meditation, and insight.
This last is, above all, insight into the radically contingent
nature of conditioned things, that is, their emptiness (stong
nyid). To comprehend this difficult concept through reason
is among the central concerns of Tibetan Buddhist philoso-
phy and is a source of considerable debate.

MONASTIC INSTITUTIONS AND EDUCATION. The institu-
tional heart of Tibetan Buddhism is the monastery. Mass
monasticism was encouraged in traditional Tibetan society,
particularly after the consolidation of political power by the
fifth Dalai Lama. This was justified ideologically by the no-
tion that the monk was in an especially privileged position
to avoid evil and to achieve merit, so that by maximizing mo-
nasticism, the maximum merit accrued to Tibetan society as
a whole and especially to those individuals and families who
most contributed to the monastic system by dedicating sons
to the religious life and who used their wealth to support reli-
gious activities. Nomadic groups in the east often felt this to
be a particularly urgent matter, for the merit earned by sup-
porting good monks and their monasteries was believed to
counterbalance the burden of sin that one acquired through
actions prohibited by the system of religious ethics, especially
the slaughter of animals, that were nevertheless unavoidable
in a nomadic livelihood. Although worldly life was thought
to be inevitably ensnared in various evils, a family could still
better itself spiritually by committing some sons to the cler-
gy. And if those sons achieved religious distinction, this
could sometimes also impact favorably upon the status of the
family concerned.

The monastery fostered a concentration of cultural re-
sources, serving as a center for education and for the cultiva-
tion of the arts (though in most cases, only a minority of the
monks participated in these pursuits). Significantly too the
monastery absorbed surplus labor. Whenever the rate of fer-
tility outpaced the expansion of economic activity, monasti-
cism provided a socially valued alternative to production. For
religious girls and women, nunneries also existed, though
nuns appear to have been less numerous than monks and sel-
dom had access to resources for more than a rudimentary ed-
ucation.

Most monks entered the monastery as children and did
so at the wish of their parents. Such children were granted
the essential vows of the Buddhist novitiate and became eligi-
ble to receive full ordination as bhiksu (dge slong) only in later

adolescence. Rudimentary alphabetization seems to have
been relatively widespread among monks and nuns, though
the numbers able or inclined to pursue a higher education
in Buddhist philosophy, or in such disciplines as medicine,
art, or astrology, were few. The majority of the monks partic-
ipated when possible in prayer services sponsored by lay pa-
trons, who offered tea, butter, grain, and cash to the assem-
bled congregation. Monks also pursued economic or
administrative activities required for their own support or for
that of the monastic community. They therefore were regu-
larly involved in commerce and in various trades. Larger
monasteries had their own complex bureaucracies, in which
some offices were filled according to merit and ability and
others occupied by incarnates (sprul sku) groomed for the

task since childhood.

Some monasteries housed colleges where advanced
studies could be pursued by those who were motivated to do
so. Aspirant monk-scholars sometimes traveled for months
across the whole of the Tibetan world to enter an especially
famous college. Besides the economic and ritual functions of
the monastery therefore, almost the entire apparatus of Ti-
betan formal education was concentrated within the
monasteries as well. Literacy in traditional Tibet was a pre-
eminently religious affair, and so, not surprisingly, the cleri-
cal services of trained monks were required by the old Lhasa
government and by the administrations of the eastern Tibet-
an principalities as well.

It has become customary to characterize the intellectual
life of the Tibetan monastic colleges as a type of scholasti-
cism. From the late eleventh century onward, the Tibetan
colleges emphasized a highly rationalized approach to Bud-
dhist doctrine, over and against one dominated exclusively
by faith. The curriculum of the colleges required the careful
study of Indian Buddhist philosophical writings, with the
epistemological and logical works of Dharmakirt (c. 600)
supplying the major methodological organ. Other required
topics included the monastic code or Vinaya (4ul ba), the
“meta-doctrine” or Abhidharma (chos mngon pa), the Perfec-
tion of Wisdom or Prajidparamita (phar phyin), and the
teaching of the Middle Way (dbu ma), that is, the
Madhyamika dialectic of the Indian philosopher Nagarjuna.
In the Dge lugs pa colleges, those who completed this curric-
ulum were awarded the title of dge bshes, “spiritual benefac-
tor” (equivalent to the Sanskrit kalyanamitra).

Among the most contentious of topics for doctrinal de-
bate was the relationship between the Madhyamika teaching
of emptiness and the positive conception of a “buddha na-
ture” pervading living beings and forming the basis for their
potential to achieve enlightenment. While some interpreted
the latter as just a metaphorical description of emptiness, the
proponents of “extrinsic emptiness,” following the teaching
of the Jo nang pa master Dol po pa, argued that the absolute,
in its proper nature, was not intrinsically empty at all but em-
bodied instead the plenitude of the attributes of the Bud-

dha’s enlightenment.
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TANTRISM AND YOGA. Tibetan Buddhism was especially in-
fluenced by the esoteric Indian teachings of Vajrayana, the
“Vajra Vehicle” (rdo rje theg pa), so-called because the prima-
ry symbol of this branch of Mahayana Buddhism is the vajra
(rdo rje), a ritual implement at once symbolizing the dia-
mond-like clarity and unalterabilty of mind as emptiness and
its lightning-like brilliance. Vajrayana Buddhism has its own
authoritative texts, called Tantras (rgyud), which are primari-
ly manuals of ritual and esoteric lore. Among the major top-
ics treated in the Tantras is abhiseka (dbang), the consecra-
tion or “empowerment” whereby a disciple is initiated into
a sphere of meditation called a mandala (dkyil khor), which
is most often represented as a heavenly palace. This is the res-
idence of the deity, who is the focal point of the initiate’s
meditation and who is invoked by means of special formulas
called mantras (sngags). The central deity may be male, fe-
male—in which case she is sometimes referred to as a dikini
(mkha’ gro ma), a term also used to describe women who are
Tantric adepts—or a couple in union and is often surround-
ed by a retinue of divine attendants, arranged symmetrically
throughout the mandala. Avalokite$vara (spyan ras gzigs) in
particular was identified as the national patron-deity and be-
came the focus of a much-elaborated cult. Of central impor-
tance is the recitation of Avalokite$vara’s famous six-syllable
mantra, Om Manipadme Hiim, invoking the divinity as the
“bearer of jewel and lotus. ” The ubiquitousness of this for-
mula in Tibetan religion—it is often uttered aloud while
turning a prayer wheel containing the mantra written many
times on a paper scroll—was noted even by medieval Euro-
pean visitors to Tibet.

The systems of meditation taught in the Tantras are re-
ferred to as yoga (rnal “byor), or “union,” for yoga is a disci-
pline said to unite the adept with the realization of ultimate
reality. This unification of the enlightened mind and the ab-
solute is symbolized by the depiction of deities as couples in
sexual embrace. Besides those types of yoga concerned with
the visualization of mandala and deity and the recitation of
the mantra, there are also more advanced disciplines involv-
ing visualizations and exercises in which one’s body is con-
ceived as a network of subtle channels and energies, the skill-
ful manipulation of which is believed to hasten the adept’s
progress toward enlightenment and also to lead to the acqui-
sition of uncanny, magical abilities: clairvoyance, miraculous
flight, and the resurrection of the dead. These advanced tech-
niques of yogas are often described in terms of six doctrines

(chos drug):

1. Inner Heat (gtum mo), whereby the adept learns to mas-
ter the subtle physical energies of the body;

2. Body of Apparition (sgyu lus), through which the illu-

sion-like nature of experience becomes known;

3. Dream (rmi lam), whereby one achieves the ability to
consciously explore the possibilities revealed during
dreams;

4. Radiant Light (‘od gsal), referring to the luminous di-
mension of the mind;
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5. Transference (pho ba), the means to cause one’s con-
sciousness to leave the body abruptly at the moment of
death and to seek rebirth in a pure realm;

6. Intermediate State (bar do), which here refers primarily
to the state of consciousness in the course of migration
between death and rebirth.

The first four doctrines enable one to attain enlightenment
swiftly during this very lifetime, the last two to achieve it at
death. Adepts who have attained the goals of this esoteric
path are called siddha (grub thob), “accomplished” or “per-
fected,” because they have attained siddhi (dngos grub), the
mundane or supermundane powers and realizations that are
especially cultivated on the path of the Vajrayana.

The highest teachings of Tibetan Tantric Buddhism are
those relating to the abstract realization of the ultimate na-
ture of mind. For the Rnying ma pa tradition, these are rep-
resented primarily by the Great Perfection (rdzogs chen)
teaching, while for the Bka’ brgyud pa and Dge lugs pa, the
Great Seal (phyag chen) system in the tradition of Mar pa is
preeminent. Although there are many special points of em-
phasis, particular to each of these approaches to the absolute,
the words of Klong chen Rab ’byams pa summarize their
common orientation:

The luminous nucleus is the absolute truth, permanent,

stable, not subject to change or transformation, quies-

cent, undeceiving, the essence of gnosis that accords

with the ground from beginning to end and is free from

all the limits of intellectual elaboration. It should be

known to be by nature neither stained, nor being

stained, nor about to be stained by any of the principles

of mind or mental events, and like unto the taintless orb

of the sun.
PILGRIMAGES, FESTIVALS, AND RITUAL CYCLES. Among the
many characteristic religious activities in which virtually all
Tibetans at some time or other participate, pilgrimage is par-
ticularly prominent. Pilgrimage was traditionally one of the
central phenomena contributing to, and perhaps even to
some extent engendering, the cultural unity of Tibet. Pil-
grimage, among other things, promoted trade in both goods
and information. It brought persons from distant parts of the
Tibetan world into direct contact with one another and thus
militated to some extent against divisive regional tendencies.

Among the many famous Tibetan places of pilgrimage,
most Tibetans regarded the religious shrines of Lhasa to be
particularly important to visit. There, in the ancient Tibetan
capital, they could behold and be blessed by contact with the
Jowo Sakyamuni image residing in the central temple that
was thought to have been brought from China by the prin-
cess of Wencheng. The pilgrims who flocked to Lhasa
brought offerings for the temples and monks and also fre-
quently engaged in trade to finance their journeys. Thus, be-
sides its purely religious significance, pilgrimage also came
to play an important role in the Tibetan economy.

The capital, however, was not the sole center of pilgrim-
age. In fact, there was a sort of national pilgrimage network
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in Tibet, whose routes, extending the length and breadth of
the country, joined great and small temples and shrines as
well as caves, mountains, valleys, and lakes that were imbued
with sacred significance. In far western Tibet, the greatest
pilgrimage center was undoubtedly Mount Kailash, regarded
popularly as being substantially identical with the world-
mountain, the axis mundi. As such it was a major destination
for both Hindus and Buddhists. Other important centers of
pilgrimage included Tsa ri, where a great procession that
convened once every twelve years was said to purge even the
taint of murder, and Mchod rten Nyi ma (Chéten Nyima),
to the north of Sikkim, where incest pollution could be
cleansed.

Related in some respects to the pilgrimage cycles are the
festivals of Tibetan Buddhism. The celebration of the Bud-
dha’s enlightenment (sz ga zla ba, equivalent to the Vesakh
of Theravada Buddhism) is marked by fasting and commu-
nal prayer. The Tibetan New Year requires the performance
of extensive rites on behalf of the protective divinities and
is the occasion for the convening of the Great Prayer Festival
(smon lam chen mo) in Lhasa. The tenth day of each lunar
month is consecrated to the guru and, among the Rnying ma
pa in particular, is a time for communal feast rituals and
sometimes also the elaborate masked dances known as cham.

TIBETAN BUDDHISM IN THE PEOPLE’S REPUBLIC OF CHINA.
When the course of events in China turned decisively in
favor of the communists after World War II, some Tibetan
modernists felt that the revolutionary programs of the Com-
munist Party offered them the best opportunity for modern-
ization and reform. An example was the celebrated monk-
scholar Rdo bis Shes rab rgya mtsho (Dobi Sherab Gyatso,
1884-1968), who after allying himself with the Chinese Na-
tionalists during the 1930s, later turned to the Communists.
In 1952, two years after China assumed control of Tibet, he
became the first chairman of the Chinese Buddhist Associa-
tion. His attempt to find a common ground between the pol-
icies of the party and the interests of Tibetan Buddhism came
to represent in some measure the norm among educated Ti-
betan clergy during the 1950s, when both the Dalai Lama
and the Panchen Lama embraced the hopeful idea that Mao
Zedong’s revolution had room for their religion and indeed
that the ethical concerns of Mahayana Buddhism for univer-
sal well-being would be realized by the dawning socialist
order.

Soon, however, the promise of a harmonious relation-
ship between Chinese Communism and Tibetan Buddhism
came undone. As the monasteries were considered by
China’s leadership to be among the centers of resistance to
the implementation of Communist programs and also to be
giving shelter to rebels in the eastern Tibetan province of
Khams, they became increasingly prone to direct attack, and
in 1956 a number of eastern Tibetan monasteries were sub-
jected to aerial bombardment. These circumstances were
deeply shocking to Tibetan sensibilities and led to the flight
of large numbers of eastern Tibetans to central Tibet. With

the events surrounding the Lhasa Uprising of 1959 and the
subsequent flight of the Dalai Lama to India, the steadily
worsening relations between the Tibetan Buddhist establish-
ment and the Chinese government spun altogether out of
control. The Dalai Lama and many religious Tibetans fled
into exile in India, and many who remained behind were per-
secuted and imprisoned. By 1962 both the tenth Panchen
Lama and Shes rab rgya mtsho, the two leading Tibetan cler-
ics remaining in China, openly expressed their disillusion-
ment and were subsequently dismissed from their posts. The
assault on religion intensified throughout the 1960s and dut-
ing the Cultural Revolution (1966-1976), when all but a few
of the thousands of Tibetan temples and monasteries were
razed, their artistic treasures and libraries destroyed or plun-
dered. Tens of thousands of monks and nuns were forced to
undergo “reeducation,” and many perished under extraordi-
narily harsh conditions or suffered prolonged maltreatment
in prison.

The conclusion of the Cultural Revolution and the con-
solidation of Chinese power by Deng Xiaoping in 1978
brought great changes to cultural and religious affairs. A visit
to Tibet in 1980 by the party secretary Hu Yaobang clearly
signaled that cultural redevelopment was now possible. In
view of new policy directives, a dramatic revival of Tibetan
Buddhism now ensued, which took many different forms.
At its most basic level, it meant that ordinary believers could
now engage publicly once more in a variety of devotional and
ritual activities: performance of prostrations, circumambula-
tions, offerings, and prayers at temples and other sacred sites;
erecting prayer flags and stone walls with prayers carved
upon them; copying and distributing prayer books and reli-
gious icons. The small number of temples and monasteries
that had survived in more or less usable condition began to
be refurbished and reopened, and efforts were made to re-
build some that had been destroyed. As the monasteries re-
opened, the few aged monks who remained were joined by
numbers of young new recruits. The reinception of religious
festivals and pilgrimages was also a development welcomed
by both monks and laypersons.

The revival that began in the late twentieth century con-
tinued into the twenty-first century and even attracted non-
Tibetan, Chinese converts to Tibetan Buddhism, but it has
nevertheless been marked by repeated tensions with the Chi-
nese political leadership. Most dramatically, a series of dem-
onstrations in support of the exiled Dalai Lama, staged by
monks in Lhasa beginning in 1987, led to rioting that culmi-
nated in the declaration of a state of emergency in 1989. Sub-
sequently, the government’s view of the Dalai Lama steadily
hardened, and after a period during which the expression of
purely religious devotion to him was tolerated, any explicit
manifestation of loyalty to him became treated as fundamen-
tally political in nature.

In 1989 the highest-ranking Buddhist hierarch who had
remained in Tibet after 1959, the Panchen Lama, died sud-
denly, and his passing led to new disputes between Chinese
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authorities and the partisans of the Dalai Lama. This re-
ceived worldwide attention when, on May 14, 1995, the
Dalai Lama and the Tibetan government-in-exile announced
the discovery of the young incarnate Panchen in Tibet. The
Chinese responded harshly: the acting abbot of Tashi Lhiin-
po monastery, Chadrel Rinpoche, was arrested in Chengdu,
Sichuan, and Gendun Choekyi Nyima, the young boy who
had been recognized as the Panchen Lama by the Dalai
Lama, was detained with his family. Shortly thereafter, his
recognition was rejected by the Chinese government, and a
lottery was held on November 29, 1995, to choose a new
Panchen Lama from among several officially approved candi-
dates.

The Dalai Lama, a Nobel Peace Prize laureate in 1989,
remained of course the best-known symbol of Tibetan aspi-
rations in the world at large and also for Tibetans themselves.
During the late 1980s and the early 1990s, photographs of
the Dalai Lama were so ubiquitous as to be seen plentifully
in temples, homes, shops, and markets. In reaction to the
Panchen Lama affair, the Communist Party launched a cam-
paign in April 1996 to remove such images from view, par-
ticularly from public and otherwise high prestige venues,
such as schools and the homes and offices of Tibetan offi-
cials. With the beginning of the new millennium, the Dalai
Lama’s government-in-exile and the Chinese leadership cau-
tiously resumed efforts to settle their differences through ne-
gotiation. These seem to have made little progress so far, and
Buddhism in the Tibetan autonomous region remains ham-
pered by severe restrictions placed on religious recruitment,
livelihood, and education.

SEE ALSO Bon; Buddhism, Schools of, article on Tibetan
and Mongolian Buddhism; Dalai Lama; Dge lugs pa;
Mabhasiddhas; Pilgrimage, article on Tibetan Pilgrimage.
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First imported from India and Central Asia around the first
century CE, Buddhism in China is an evolving hybrid of Chi-
nese and foreign elements. As a social organization with sig-
nificant implications for the proper ordering of the world,
Buddhism has had a long, complicated relationship with the
Chinese state, both the imperial dynastic system and the
modern Republican and Communist states that began in
the twentieth century. Buddhist conceptions of rebirth and
salvation, mythologies of buddhas, bodbisattvas, and other
figures as well as Buddhist art and temple life have attracted
people from all social classes. Philosophers have wrestled
with Buddhist understandings of emptiness, enlightenment,
and sagehood. Buddhist rituals, formed partly in relation to
Daoist traditions, are diffused throughout much of Chinese
popular religion. Even during those eras when the institu-
tional presence of Buddhism in the form of temples, monks,
and nuns has been small, its influence on Chinese culture has
remained strong.

A HyBRID OF CHINESE AND FOREIGN. Both in its origin and
later development, Buddhism in China constituted a mix-
ture of foreign and native elements. The first Buddhists in
China were immigrants. Before entering the Chinese Empire
ruled by the Han dynasty (206 BCE-220 CE), they grew up
in lands to the west: parts of India ruled by the Kushan
dynasty (an Indo-Scythian ethnic group, called Yuezhi in
Chinese, that ruled from 128 BCE to 450 CE), and smaller
Central Asian kingdoms like Parthia and Sogdiana. The texts
they memorized, or in some cases carried with them, were
composed in Sanskrit, forms of prakriz, or other Indo-
Iranian languages of the Silk Road. When these travelers first
arrived in Dunhuang (modern Gansu province, China), the
westernmost garrison town in Chinese territory, and pro-
ceeded to the capital city of Luoyang (Henan province), they
probably could not speak Chinese. Before they developed
proficiency in the spoken language, they relied on transla-
tors. Thus to explain their beliefs to their Chinese hosts, for-
eign monks depended on local go-betweens, Chinese-born
interpreters whose cultural presuppositions inevitably influ-
enced how they articulated what their guests were trying to
say. The first Buddhists in China had even less control over
how their message was conveyed in written form. Most of
them never mastered Classical Chinese, which differs signifi-
cantly from the spoken language in both grammar and lexi-
con (comparable to the difference between Latin and the Ro-
mance vernacular languages). For the first several centuries,
translation was usually a process conducted by a committee
with numerous overseers, none of whom was capable of
judging the result against the original.

The vocabulary developed by foreign monks and their
local assistants advertises this mixture of cultural influences.
Some foreign terms were translated by Chinese words that
had a preestablished frame of meaning. Dharma, for in-
stance, was rendered by the Chinese word for “law,” “princi-
ple,” or “method” (fz). Another translation strategy was to
use Chinese words that mimicked the sound of the foreign

word but made no sense in Chinese. Buddha, for instance,
was pronounced in Chinese as Fotuo (or abbreviated as Fo),
which attempts to reproduce the phonetics of the original
Indic word. The significance of the second method of trans-
lation is that Chinese Buddhists chose to maintain an audible
trace of the non-Chinese nature of their religion.

Chinese Buddhists often celebrate that theirs is a foreign
faith, meaning that its founder and earliest patriarchs lived
outside of China. These facts are both undeniable and mis-
leading. Already in the Han dynasty, Buddhist monks were
criticized for worshiping a foreign god, following doctrines
unattested in the Chinese classics, dressing in barbarian fash-
ion, and destroying the foundation of the Chinese kinship
system. Rather than disavowing their foreign origins, Bud-
dhists responded by claiming that even Chinese figures like
Laozi (sixth century BCE) had left China to gain enlighten-
ment as a disciple of Sakyamuni Buddha. They explained
that the meaning of the Buddha’s golden speech could be ac-
curately conveyed in Chinese translation, that monks fol-
lowed the more noble among the barbarian habits, and that
the ultimate devotion to one’s parents was bringing Buddhist
salvation to one’s ancestors rather than begetting offspring.
The controversy over the foreign nature of Chinese Bud-
dhism was never fully settled. Nativeand foreign (or the vari-
ous words authors used for Chinese and Indian) were contin-
ually redefined in relation to each other; they were rhetorical
claims rather than fixed identities.

The interdependence of the notions of India and China
also casts doubt on the model of Sinification (making Chi-
nese), often used to conceptualize the history of Chinese
Buddhism. In general terms it might make sense to say that
over a span of two thousand years, Buddhism in China was
made more Chinese, or that the tradition was uprooted from
Indian soil and transplanted in China. The problem is that
the two parties engaged in this imagined process—"“India”
and “China”—were themselves undergoing constant change.
One of the more interesting features of Chinese Buddhism
is that it provides such a helpful lens for bringing this history
of intercultural redefinition into better focus. The metaphor
of transplantation is faulty because the two soils in which the
plant grew were not inert media or simply defined cultures.
Rather, they were city-states, kingdoms, and empires the def-
inition of which was changing and often contested. Further-
more models of Sinification, transmission, and transplanting
assume that the religion transmitted between cultures was
sufficiently stable to be identified as an Indian tradition at
one moment and a Chinese tradition at another point in
time. Yet neither in India nor in the various oasis empires
of Central Asia was Buddhism defined by a single canon or
governing body. In China too Buddhism might best be con-
sidered plural rather than singular. The hybrid nature of Chi-
nese Buddhism thus means that the model of Buddhism
being made more Chinese is simplistic at best and misleading
at worst.

BUDDHISM AND POLITICAL AUTHORITY. In both theory and
practice, the Buddhist movement in China intersected fre-
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quently with political power. Even when Buddhists defined
their ultimate purpose as the achieving of nirvana (literally,
“extinction”) or enlightenment, they made strong claims
about the social world in which that goal was pursued. Like
Buddhists elsewhere, Chinese Buddhists considered morality
to be the foundation of religious practice. Most Chinese au-
thors appreciated that traditional Buddhist thought accepted
the government and social order as givens. Chinese audiences
were also receptive to some of the standard Buddhist models
for political authority, especially the ideal of the
cakravarti-rdja or “wheel-turning king,” the monarch who
achieves dominion over the entire world through his support
of the dharma. King A$oka, who ruled the Mauryan Empire
in India from circa 270 BCE to 230 BCE and sent relics and
monks abroad to disseminate Buddhism, was a living symbol
for some Chinese emperors. Such ideals were a powerful sup-
plement and at times an alternative to the Confucian sym-
bolism of imperial rule. Buddhist models of divine kingship
were especially attractive to groups, such as female emperors
and rulers of non-Chinese origin, who were normally left out
of traditional political theory.

Despite their differences, the paradigms of imperial sov-
ereignty offered by Buddhists, Daoists, and Confucians all
stipulated that the emperor should behave as the ritual mas-
ter of the cosmos. As son of heaven (#ianzi, ancient parlance
for the emperor), the divine monarch was supposed to bring
harmony to the world by ordaining the proper ceremonies,
including sacrifices to heaven and earth, rites to guarantee
good harvests, and observances to assure victory in war. Em-
perors drew ecumenically from the ritual repertoires offered
by shamans and by specialists in Buddhism, Daoism, and
Confucianism. From the emperor’s perspective, as ritual
techniques for rainmaking or blessing the nation, any of
these traditions served as well as the others.

Buddhism also played a significant role in the private
religious life of the ruler. In their personal as opposed to po-
litical lives, emperors behaved like other people: they got sick
and needed curing, they were concerned with the afterlife
and the fate of their ancestors, and they made donations to
religious establishments. Many emperors turned to both
Buddhism and Daoism, simultaneously or in succession, for
this side of their religious lives. They followed the ceremony
of becoming a lay Buddhist, ransomed themselves to Bud-
dhist monasteries, practiced meditation, sought longevity,
and built temples to honor their parents.

Buddhism had inescapable political implications in yet
another sense by virtue of the large-scale social organization
it proposed: a community of monks and nuns dependent on
lay donors for support. In China the state vested in itself the
right to encourage, limit, or destroy any social institution
outside the family whose membership attracted significant
numbers or whose organizers even hinted at rebellion. The
successive dynasties placed Buddhist and Daoist monastic in-
stitutions under the control of various branches of the gov-
ernment. By licensing institutions and practices, the govern-
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ment could simultaneously offer support, exercise power,
and take advantage of the religion’s popularity. The state
limited the number of monks and nuns, sold ordination cer-
tificates, established state-supported monasteries and nun-
neries, drafted statutes governing monastic behavior, defined
the Buddhist canon, and distributed copies of the canon
throughout the empire. At the other extreme, the govern-
ment proscribed books, melted down statues, forcibly re-
turned clerics to lay life, redistributed temple landholdings,
banned religious organizations, and put their leaders to

death.

CONTINUING TRENDS. Beginning around 400 CE the basic
foundation of Buddhist belief and practice was well estab-
lished and has remain recognizable as such into the twenty-
first century. The fundamental characteristics of Chinese
Buddhism described here apply to people from all walks of
life, including those—the vast majority—who would never
have identified themselves as exclusive followers of any single
religious tradition. (Variations over time and the activities of
monks, elite laypeople, and the state are discussed in the fol-
lowing sections.)

The basic worldview of premodern Buddhism proved
difficult but not impossible to translate into Chinese terms.
The cosmology of continual rebirth was depicted in paint-
ings of the six paths in which sentient beings are reborn: gods
in heaven, demigods or asuras, humans, animals, hungry
ghosts, and beings in hell. Preachers explained how people
are reborn in accordance with their deeds (karma). Many rit-
uals aimed for rebirth in paradises overseen by buddhas or
in the heavens of the gods. This proximate result was sup-
posed to be followed by the ultimate goal: having a direct
encounter with a buddha and achieving enlightenment or
nirvana. Chinese Buddhists were concerned with the ques-
tion of what exactly carried over from one lifetime to the
next. Answers included canonical explanations (one’s deeds,
one’s consciousness, or the five “bundles” [skandha] of psy-
chophysical existence) as well as ideas about the yin and yang
aspects of the person drawn from ancient Chinese cosmolo-
gy. The basis of Buddhist practice was morality (§7/a), fol-
lowed by the cultivation of concentrative states (samadhi)
and the development of wisdom (praj7ia). Specific ethical du-
ties varied from one group to the next. Although everyone
was supposed to follow the same guiding principles, there
was an ascending series of disciplines. Laypeople adhered to
the five precepts, which prohibited the taking of life, stealing,
illicit sexual relations, lying, and consuming alcohol. Novices
undertook 5 more, fully ordained monks usually observed
250 regulations (348 for nuns), and ascetic monks and her-
mits were even more severe. The critique of egocentric cling-
ing, analysis of perception, discussion of the path, and phi-
losophy of language in Chinese Buddhism brought the
tradition into sustained dialogue with pre-Buddhist Chinese
philosophy. Chinese Buddhist writings on emptiness, non-
duality, two levels of truth, and buddha-nature are as rich
and complex as those in any Buddhist culture.
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Chinese Buddhism offers devotees a responsive pan-
theon of gods and spirits. In theory buddhas are the most
majestic and powerful of all beings. Having spent many life-
times perfecting themselves, they have become “enlightened
ones” (buddhas). Each buddha exercises dominion over an
entire world or buddha-country. Sikyamuni (the historical
Buddha, fifth-century BCE India) lived as a prince, renounced
his birthright, achieved enlightenment, and spent fifty years
teaching others. Beings who resided in India during his time
were particularly fortunate, since hearing a buddha preach
or simply being in his presence has a transformative effect
on believers, more efficacious than trying to reach enlighten-
ment on one’s own. The next buddha who will be reincarnat-
ed in this world will be Maitreya, who now resides in Tusita
Heaven. Amitabha (or Amitayus) is a currently existing bud-
dha who presides over a distant realm of bliss in the west,
known as a “Pure Land” (Chinese, jingtu; Japanese, jodo) in
the Sino-Japanese tradition. Another important buddha is
Mahavairocana, a cosmic figure who functions as the onto-
logical ground or essence for all manifestations of buddha-
hood. Just below buddhas are bodhisattvas, beings dedicated
to becoming buddhas. They define themselves as bodhisartvas
by taking a formal series of vows in the presence of a buddha.
Often serving as saints to people in need, bodbisattvas have
discrete functions or specializations. Avalokite$vara (Chi-
nese, Guanyin; Japanese, Kannon; Tibetan, Chenrezi), argu-
ably the most popular bodhisattva in China, assures mothers
of safe childbirth; Bhaisajyaguru (Chinese, Yaoshiwang) is
especially invoked in curing rites; Ksitigarbha (Chinese, Di-
zang; Japanese, Jizd) rescues beings reborn in hell. Bodhisatt-
vas often reincarnate themselves in different guises to make
their compassion more effective. Laypeople also modeled
their own actions after those of the bodhisattva and commit-
ted themselves in ceremonies to lesser versions of the bodhi-
sattva vows. Ranking significantly below bodhisartvas are
gods who, in the Buddhist conceptual world, are only tem-
porarily powerful and happy, since they will suffer demotion
in their next life. Many gods reside in the heavens, like the
gods living in Indra’s palace atop Mount Sumeru. Less-
powerful gods populate the terrestrial world, inhabiting
trees, rocks, caverns, and lakes. All such beings can be con-
verted to serve the Buddhist cause. Biographies, hagiogra-
phies, and miracle tales—genres that blend into each other—
record the exemplary lives and unusual deeds performed by
all these beings treading the path to enlightenment.

Because of its implications for the fate of the ancestors,
the rebirth cosmology in which Buddhism was bundled has
always been a prime concern for Chinese Buddhists. Reli-
gious rituals carried out in the home and a reverence for the
ancestors were hallmarks of early Chinese social life. Bud-
dhism preached the acceptance of impermanence and valo-
rized the example of the Buddha, who approached his own
special death (nirvana rather than another lifetime of suffer-
ing) with equanimity. Buddhists accepted the traditional
Chinese value of filial piety (x720) but redefined its practice.
Priests argued that deathbed rituals, funerals, rites of com-

memoration, and other pious acts performed by descendants
on behalf of their ancestors were more effective when carried
out in a Buddhist context, with offerings made to buddhas
and bodbisattvas and payments given to the samgha.

Buddhism had a tremendous influence on rituals aimed
at increasing good fortune and reducing bad luck. At all le-
vels of society, there were Buddhist versions of rituals, per-
formed by monks as well as unlicensed practitioners, for cur-
ing illness, prolonging life, vanquishing spirits, and
foretelling the future. Buddhist ideas and ritual structures
permeated other forms of Chinese religion. The cross-
fertilization between Buddhist and Daoist versions of impor-
tant rituals was particulatly strong.

One religious structure that set Buddhism apart from
other Chinese religions was monasticism, a special commu-
nity of ascetics clearly demarcated from normal social life.
Monks and in lesser number nuns were supposed to leave
their families, remain celibate, give up worldly conveniences,
dedicate themselves full-time to spiritual cultivation, and
serve as paragons of the highest Buddhist ideals. Such theo-
ries usually came into conflict with realities, political and
otherwise. The samgha itself was organized into ranks and
administered by officers, monks and nuns did not fully di-
vorce themselves from their families, monasteries and tem-
ples were frequented by lay visitors, and the Buddhist
Church possessed great wealth that required careful corpo-
rate management. Sometimes the Daoist Church developed
a similar monastic structure.

Although one can assume that most Buddhists in China
reflected on their beliefs and thought about their religious
practice, the overwhelming weight of evidence about Chi-
nese Buddhism was produced by and for a tiny but powerful
minority, the literate elite. With that caveat in mind, what
was the self-understanding of well-educated Chinese Bud-
dhists as contained in traditional Buddhist canons? The core
of the canon consisted of faithful translations of any words
attributed to the Buddha or his Indian followers, organized
into the traditional three baskets (#ipitaka; Chinese, san-
zang) of sutra, Vinaya, and abhidharma. In addition it con-
tained an astonishing variety of books written in China:
apologetic literature defending Buddhism, biographies, text
criticism and bibliographies, encyclopedias, commentaries,
essays, miracle tales, genealogies, local histories, debates with
Daoists, official documents submitted to the throne, and
chronicles of the fate of Buddhist institutions under imperial
governance. Buddhist authors wanted to prove that Bud-
dhism, like other noble Chinese traditions, possessed a hal-
lowed historical record and was led by models worthy of em-
ulation, ranging from buddhas, bodhisartvas, and arbats to
local patriarchs, pure monks, and sagacious emperors.

Owing to the decentralization of the welter of texts
brought into their country from the West, Chinese thinkers
devoted themselves to making sense of the history and diver-
sity of Buddhism. The problem of doctrinal classification

gave rise to various attempts to “divide the teachings” (pan-
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jiao). Since all teachings were understood as the infallible
word of the Buddha, each text and philosophical movement
was assigned to a specific time-period and audience of
Sikyamuni’s preachings. Followers of the Tiantai School
(named for its monastic home, Mount Tiantai, in Zhejiang)
placed the Lotus Sitra at the apex of Buddha’s pronounce-
ments, while proponents of Huayan (“Flower Adornment”)
Buddhism (named after the text, the Avatamsaka [Chinese,
Huayan) Siitra) believed that their text was the most subtle
and profound. In keeping with Buddhist ideas of inclusivity,
these interpretations of religious pluralism tended to privi-
lege one school over another by portraying it not as the sole
truth but as best adapted to its audience’s needs.

Another important paradigm invoked by Chinese Bud-
dhists to make sense of Buddhist history was that of lineage.
Like the lines of descent that define Chinese kinship groups,
a Buddhist lineage consists of current male members who
trace their spiritual authenticity through successive genera-
tions of patriarchs. Especially but not exclusively used by the
Chan (Japanese, Zen) School, the idea of patriarchal succes-
sion solved several problems. It located the sacred origin of
current Buddhist leaders in the legendary heroes of the past;
it linked China to India; it wrapped male authority in the
guise of ineffable religious experience; it answered critics who
impugned Buddhism’s antiquity; and it helped solidify the
identity of various Chinese schools (not really “sects” in the
Protestant or modern Japanese sense) in relation to each
other.

ORIGINS. Legends written long after the fact illuminate what
later generations thought was important about the encultura-
tion of Buddhism. According to some, Confucius (551-479
BCE) knew of the Buddha, and Laozi left China to study with
him. Other accounts speak cryptically of a foreign magician
carrying the implements of the Buddhist wanderer, a staff
and begging bowl, when he visited China in 317 BCE. Some
stories claim that the first Buddhist missionaries had been
sent by King ASoka. Another late source explains the chance
discovery of sixty scrolls of Sanskrit texts in China by hy-
pothesizing that they had been hidden intentionally to es-
cape the burning of books carried out under the first Qin
emperor, Shihuangdi (r. 221-210 BCE). Military records of
the defeat of a Xiongnu army (a nomadic group in ancient
northern China) in 120 BCE talk about the local people bow-
ing and offering incense to a golden statue. Another legend
states that in 2 BCE a man named Jinglu received oral instruc-
tion in Buddhism from a royal visitor to China sent by the
Yuezhi. The most famous and one of the oldest stories about
the origin of Chinese Buddhism is that Emperor Ming
(r. 58-75 CE) dreamed of a golden deity and dispatched a
mission to the Yuezhi; the embassy returned bearing the first
Buddhist text to reach Chinese soil, perhaps accompanied by
monks and statues.

It is most likely that Buddhist monks, texts, and images
began to trickle into China sometime in the middle of the
Han dynasty (206 BCE-220 CE), the dynasty that gives its
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name to the dominant ethnic group in China as well. During
the stable years of that dynasty, China was run by a central-
ized bureaucracy. Emperor Wu (r. 140-87 BCE) in particular
was responsible for extending Han influence into Central
Asia, sending emissaries all the way to Bactria in 138 BCE.
The military ventures and trade missions of the first few cen-
turies were responsible for securing the overland route be-
tween China and the West. It was via this Silk Road that
Buddhism and other Western traditions first entered China.
By the end of the Han dynasty, Buddhist communities com-
posed of foreign monks, native monks, and local lay support-
ers had been established in at least three areas: the capital of
Luoyang (Henan) in central China, Pengcheng (modern Da-
tong, Shanxi) in the east, and the Tonkin region (now Viet-
nam, ruled by China 111 BCE-939 CE) in the far south.
Monks followed a celibate lifestyle and practiced the semi-
monthly communal confession and recitation of the
pratimoksa rules, and laypeople observed periodic fasting.
Buddhist statues were installed in public temples, sometimes
alongside icons of Daoist deities. Han dynasty Buddhists also
knew the rudiments of the biography of Sikyamuni. Bud-
dhist philosophy of the time was already quite diverse, repre-
sented in eatly texts like the Sitra in Forty-Two Sections and
Mouzi’s Essay Resolving Doubts. Scores of siitras were translat-
ed by An Shigao (fl. 148-170 CE), a Parthian interested in
meditation techniques and numbered lists of doctrines, and
by Lokaksema (Chinese, Zhi Loujiaqian, fl. 167-186 CE), a
Yuezhi monk who propagated early Mahayana texts.
NORTHERN AND SOUTHERN BUDDHISM. Even after the dis-
solution of Han rule, Buddhism continued to grow in influ-
ence and numbers, as exemplified by the massive translation
effort of Dharmaraksa (Chinese, Zhu Faohu, fl. 265-313),
a Yuezhi who was raised in Dunhuang. Under increasing
military pressure from strong nomadic groups to the north,
the unified Chinese Empire broke apart decisively in the
early fourth century. From 317 until 589 CE the north was
governed by a succession of strong regimes of various non-
Han groups, especially the Tabgatch (Chinese, Tuoba),
whereas south China was ruled by numerous Han aristocrat-
ic families. The bifurcation of political authority had impor-
tant consequences for Buddhism.

In the south the landowning gentry extended the philo-
sophical and literary experimentation that had begun at the
end of the Han in a movement known as “dark learning”
(xuanxue). The southern capital of Jiankang (modern Nan-
jing, in Jiangsu) was home to new reflections on texts by
Laozi and Zhuangzi and on the Book of Changes. One of the
most famous monks of the time, Zhi Dun (also known as
Zhi Daolin, 314—366 CE), was interested in Buddhist under-
standings of the perfection of wisdom (prajaaparamita),
wrote commentaries on Zhuangzi, and offered a new analysis
of the Chinese notion of principle (/). Another member of
a southern aristocratic family, Huiyuan (334-416 CE), wrote
on Buddhist philosophy and the practice of secking a good
rebirth and championed the independence of the samgha
from state authority. The fortunes of organized Buddhism
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in the south rose to their highest symbolic level under Em-
peror Wu of the Liang dynasty (r. 501-549 CE), who spon-
sored Buddhist ceremonies, promoted vegetarianism and so-
cial welfare, and oversaw the construction of lavish Buddhist
temples.

In north China non-Han rulers frequently employed
Buddhist resources to build a strong centralized government.
The Central Asian monk Fotudeng (d. 349 CE) served the
Later Zhao dynasty (328-352) for nearly twenty years and
was famous for performing ceremonies to bring rain during
times of drought and to assist the empire in warfare. Dao’an
(312-385 cE) influenced many aspects of Buddhist philoso-
phy. He wrote on meditation and emptiness, compiled a cat-
alog of the translation of Buddhist texts into Chinese, led
ceremonies for people seeking rebirth in Tusita Heaven,
composed rules for monastic life, and suggested that the fa-
mous monk of Kucha, Kumarajiva (Chinese, Jiumoluoshi,
350-409/413 CE), be invited to China. With state support,
Kumarajiva assembled a translation team said to number one
thousand in the capital of Chang’an, where he rendered
many texts, including key treatises of the Madhyamika
school. Kumarajiva’s translation idiom and literary style, as
seen in his Lotus Sitraand Vimalakirti Nirdesa, soon became
the dominant form of Chinese Buddhist writing. His Chi-
nese disciple, Sengzhao (373-414 CE), wrote unparalleled es-
says on the meaning of emptiness (Si#nyatd; Chinese, kong).
In institutional terms one of the most important develop-
ments in the north was the monk Tanyao’s (fl. 470 CE) cre-
ation of two social structures under the Northern Wei dynas-
ty (493-534 CE). After a period of state support for Daoism
and the mass migration of families uprooted by warfare,
Tanyao reasoned that the resources of Buddhism should be
used to relieve poverty and encourage agricultural produc-
tion. He proposed that families be grouped into units called
samgha-households that would send grain to monasteries,
which would in turn distribute food to the poor and the gen-
eral populace in times of drought. He also founded buddha-
households, work units of criminals and slaves attached to
Buddhist monasteries who worked in the temple or farmed
its land.

CENTRALIZED COSMOPOLITAN DYNASTIES. Traditional his-
tories view the Sui (581-618 CE) and Tang (618-907 CE)
dynasties as a golden age or high point of Buddhism in
China. This interpretation puts too much emphasis on dy-
nastic structures, underplays social history, and privileges
certain kinds of doctrinal innovation in Buddhism. Never-
theless there are good reasons for considering these three cen-
turies as China’s Buddhist age.

The capital cities of Chang’an and Luoyang were home
to a large national bureaucracy of officials recruited increas-
ingly through a publicly administered examination, and they
were also the destination of diplomats, armies, Buddhist
monks, entertainers, and merchants from most of Eurasia.
The Tang court maintained contacts with Arab rulers and
sought Indian scholars knowledgeable in mathematics, medi-

cine, and astronomy. To most people outside of India—
Uighurs and other Central Asian ethnicities, Tibetans, Kore-
ans, and Japanese—the center of the Buddhist world was not
India but China. The Japanese prelate Genbo (d. 746 CE)
traveled to China and returned to Japan with over five thou-
sand scrolls of Buddhist scripture, paving the way for later
pilgrims like Kiikai (774-835 CE), Ennin (794-864 CE), and
Dagen (1200-1253). Buddhism dominated public religious
life but did not blot out other traditions: Christianity in its
Persian (Nestorian) form, Islam, and the Iranian religions of
Zoroastrianism and Manichaeism were also known in some
cities.

The ruling house of the Tang declared its descent from
Laozi and officially claimed in 637 CE that the stability of
the empire rested on the Daoist-inspired principle of effort-
less action (wwuwei). This ostensive affiliation, however, never
outweighed the value, personal and political, that the govern-
ment saw in Buddhist rituals. Buddhist symbolism also
played a crucial role in the career of Wu Zhao (624-705 CE),
who had been empress (wife of Emperor Gaozong, r. 650—
684 CE) but who seized control of the government, instituted
a new dynasty (Zhou), and assumed the title of emperor in
the year 690 CE. As a female monarch, Empress Wu could
not easily draw on Confucian ideology to justify her rule. In-
stead, she turned to a variety of Buddhist regalia: she was
portrayed as a incarnation of Maitreya and as a cakravartin

king.

The most famous translator of Sanskrit scripture into
Chinese was the Chinese monk Xuanzang (c. 600-664 CE).
He was already considered a master of Buddhist philosophy
when he embarked for India in 629 CE in search of authorita-
tive texts and teachers. He traveled throughout Central Asia
and India, studying intensively at the great center of Bud-
dhist scholasticism, Nalanda (Bihar State, India), before re-
turning to China in 645 CE. He carried back hundreds of
texts and a knowledge of Sanskrit that few if any Chinese
monks have ever matched. He translated seventy-three works
into Chinese in a style known for its philological precision,
and he composed a record of his journey detailing the geog-
raphy, politics, and religious life of China’s western neigh-
bors. His exploits as an explorer also made him famous, and
one thousand years later his legend was crystallized in the
much-beloved vernacular novel Journey to the West (Xiyou ji,
also known as Monkey).

One of Xuanzang’s most influential contemporaries was
Daoxuan (596-667 CE). Daoxuan was an expert on the
Vinaya, and he set new standards in the compilation of biog-
raphies, miracle tales, apologetic literature, and catalogs of
the Buddhist canon. Rather than following Xuanzang’s over-
land route, the Chinese monk Yijing (635-713 CE) traveled
by sea to South and Southeast Asia. After more than twenty
years abroad, he returned and translated fifty-six separate
books, many of them devoted to monastic discipline.
Amoghavajra (Bukongjingang, 705-774 CE), who was prob-
ably born in Ceylon (Sri Lanka), came to China and translac-
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ed nearly eighty texts, including a key scripture on the
Vajradhatu Mandala and many shorter Tantric ritual books.

The Sui and Tang were Buddhist dynasties also in the
sense that literary, artistic, and philosophical production was
dominated by explicitly Buddhist work in hitherto unprece-
dented ways. The poet Wang Wei (701-761 CE) employed
what could be considered a Buddhist poetics and inculcated
an attitude toward nature that draws heavily from Buddhist
ideas. Even the most famous anti-Buddhist writer, Han Yu
(768-824 CE), who wrote a memorial protesting Emperor
Xianzong (r. 805-820 CE) honoring the Buddha’s finger
relic, was influenced by the tradition he criticized. Han Yu
believed the bone had dangerous powers, and his attempt to
resuscitate Confucian ideas and revitalize classical prose de-
pended on Buddhist versions of orthodox transmission. The
writing of miracle tales, many of which concerned icons, as-
sumed the validity of reincarnation. The popular practice of
storytelling with pictures (evidenced in “transformation
texts,” bianwen) was inspired by notions of the salvific inter-
vention of buddhas and bodhisattvas. Paintings of paradise
scenes and icons of Buddhist deities could be found every-
where. Wu Daozi (also known as Wu Daoxuan, fl. 710-760
CE), a highly placed court painter, was famous for the Bud-
dhist subject matter he chose. His contemporaries report that
his renderings of hell struck terror into viewers and that he
carried out the act of painting in an inspired, theatrical man-
ner. Buddhist metaphors were so well known that they rarely
required explanation: a bubble meant evanescence, a lotus
flower symbolized purity amid filth, silence was a reference
to Vimalakirti’s understanding of wisdom. The debates of
the age were dominated by Buddhist problems like sudden
versus gradual approaches to enlightenment, the mechanics
of rebirth in paradise, and the effectiveness of spells (dharani
and mantra).

Written sources dating from the Tang dynasty also pro-
vide unambiguous evidence of the spread of Buddhist cele-
brations, especially in temples, that may have started eatlier.
Temples, which were not isolated enclaves of monastics in
the first place, were especially busy during annual festivals.
The yearly cycle included the emperor’s birthday, the imperi-
al ancestors’ memorial days, the lantern celebration of the
new year (around January 15), the Buddha’s birthday (Feb-
ruary 8 or April 8), and the ghost festival (July 15). Rituals
involving the offering of a gift to the samgha and the partici-
pation of monks and nuns were carried out for life-cycle
events (safe childbirth, weddings, building houses, curing ill-
ness, deathbed rites, funerals, memorial services) or at the be-
hest of the individual practitioner (for commissioning statues
or attending lectures). Tang dynasty manuscripts also supply
the first detailed evidence of the formation of societies or
loose congregations at the local level, groups that came to-
gether for semimonthly meetings, to hear monks preach, or
to help members of the group with funeral expenses.

THE FORMATION OF SECTARIAN IDENTITY. Like the carly
Tang emperors, the first emperors of the Song dynasty
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(Northern Song, 960-1127; Southern Song 1127-1279)
were lavish patrons of Buddhism. In many ways, however,
the society they ruled and the religion they supported were
quite different from those of eatlier centuries. Wet rice culti-
vation became dominant, and the population of the south
outnumbered that of the north. The gentry families who had
controlled access to power declined at the same time that the
use of paper money grew, a merchant class arose, and more
and more people lived in cities. Wood-block printing, first
used for the reproduction of Buddhist spells, led to the dis-
semination of all kinds of books. All of these changes meant
that the general public to which Buddhism spoke and the
wealthy classes whose support it sought were fundamentally
different from its former clientele. The government virtually
rescinded the tax-exempt status of the monkhood and made
larger profits for the state through the sale of ordination cer-
tificates. The revival of Confucian thought among officials
like Zhu Xi (1130-1200), although not yet constituting an
official orthodoxy, began to offer comprehensive philosophi-
cal alternatives to Buddhist systems of thought.

Buddhist responses to this changing world resulted in
a clearer definition of the relationship between elite Bud-
dhism and other traditions as well as the drawing of clearer
lines separating the various schools of Buddhism from each
other. The very notion of a strong sectarian identity came
into existence at this time through the writing of Chan histo-
ries, beginning with The Record of the Transmission of the
Flame [or Lamp] Compiled in the Jingde Era (Jingde chuan-
deng lu, 1004). Earlier literature had portrayed connections
between masters and disciples as contending lineages that
could coexist simultaneously. Song sources, however, ad-
vance the claim that the orthodox tradition originated at a
single point (Sikyamuni smiling or wordlessly passing a
flower to Kasyapa) and continued in a mind-to-mind trans-
mission with only one patriarch per generation. The “records
of discourse” (yulu) detailing the words and deeds of masters
were put together during the Song. Dahui Zonggao (1089-
1163) emphasized sustained meditation on the phrase “No”
(a response to the question of whether dogs possess buddha-
nature), and full collections of past examples of “public
cases” (gongan; Japanese, koan) were rendered in classic form

in anthologies like 7he Blue Cliff’ Record (Biyan lu, 1125).

The Chan myth of patriarchy assumed that the Song
dynasty form of identifiable Chan monasteries had begun
during the Tang. The vague notion of a Buddhist “school”
(zong) was forged into a more exclusive sense of identity also
in response to the new institutional structures implemented
under the Song. The government exercised formal control
over a system of public monasteries divided into three classes,
Vinaya (%), teachings (jiao), and meditation (chan), the
greatest number of which was the latter. In this atmosphere
even proponents of Tiantai ideas followed the dominance of
Chan and portrayed their patriarchs as single pearls in an un-
broken strand rather than as abbots of strong local monaste-
ries. Such a conception underlies the new genre of Buddhist
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history writing in Zhipan’s (fl. 1258-1269) Comprehensive
Record of Buddhas and Patriarchs (Fozu tongji), which was
also influenced by developments in secular historiography.
Genealogical exclusivity was even extended to the Pure Land
tradition, which received its first formal list of unbroken pa-
triarch succession from Tiantai writers in the thirteenth cen-
tury. It should not be forgotten, however, that although sec-
tarian rigidity existed as both rhetoric and institution, it was
not universal. Most of Buddhist practice—attending festi-
vals, making offerings to buddhas and bodbisattvas, seeking
assistance at the local temple, praying for the salvation of
one’s parents—remained generic. Even the liturgies collected
by self-avowed followers of the Tiantai school like Zunshi
(964-1032) incorporated the practices of local cults. Bud-
dhists of every persuasion continued to draw on Buddhist
ideas that, though associated with one particular school or
another, belonged to all: the one mind (Chan), Amitabha
Buddha’s vows (Pure Land), three thousand worlds in one
moment of thought (Tiantai), and the realm of true reality
(Huayan).

DYNASTIES OF NON-HAN RULE. Beginning in the tenth cen-
tury three foreign, originally nomadic groups ruled as Chi-
nese dynasties over portions of north China: the Khitan
(Liao dynasty) from 946 to 1125, the Jurchen (Jin dynasty)
from 1115 to 1234, and the Tangut (Western Xia dynasty)
from 1038 to 1227. After that the Mongols, whose quadri-
partite dominance over Eurasia extended from Kiev and Bu-
charest in the west to Korea and Taiwan in the east, con-
quered all of China and established the Yuan dynasty (1206—
1368). Whereas other dynasties could claim that China was
a multiethnic and religiously plural empire, during the Yuan
dynasty the already diverse Chinese polity was one portion
of an even more diverse empire of global proportions. Euro-
peans, the most famous of whom was Marco Polo (c. 1254—
1324), traveled to and wrote about the Chinese part of the
Mongol Empire, and Muslims from the Middle East and
Central Asia directed financial administration for the Yuan
government at the local level. Many traditions prospered in
China under the Yuan. Despite the banning of all Daoist
scriptures except the Dao de jingin 1281, four different Dao-
ist movements flourished: Complete Perfection (Quanzhen),
Grant Unity (Taiyi), Greatness of Perfection (Zhenda) in the
north, and Correct Unity (Zhengyi) in the south. Mongol
educators wittingly aided the institutionalization of Confu-
cianism when they turned the Four Books (the Analects of
Confucius, Mencius, The Great Learning, and The Doctrine
of the Mean) with Zhu Xi’s commentaries into the basis for
the civil service examination in 1313.

Qubilai (Chinese reign name Shizu, r. 1260-1294) was
instrumental in placing Tibetan Buddhist clergy at the apex
of the Yuan religious establishment. He received consecra-
tion (abhiseka) into the cult of Hevajra (Tibetan, Dges pa rdo
rje) in 1253 and named the Tibetan prelate Blo gros rgyal
mtshan (Lodro Gyaltsen, the "Phags pa bla ma, 1235-1280)
the imperial preceptor in 1260. Tibetan Buddhism became
the new state religion, existing on top of Chinese Buddhist

practices and those of other religious traditions. Buddhist
symbolism proved amenable to many foreign groups who
never forgot that Buddhism itself had begun outside of
China. Buddhist mythology, in addition to offering models
like the cakravartin monarch, easily accommodated the pro-
tector deities, shamanistic practices, and styles of ancestor
veneration of the northern nomads. This complicated pro-
cess of cultural mixing is apparent in the temple architecture,
tomb building, and art that survives from these periods.
Under the Xia dynasty the Chinese Buddhist canon was writ-
ten in Tangut script, while the Yuan emperors sponsored
both the printing of the Chinese canon and the translation
of the Tibetan canon into Mongolian.

BUDDHISM IN LATE IMPERIAL CHINA. Although many
events can be used to demarcate important breaks in the his-
tory of China between the fourteenth and twentieth centu-
ries, long-term trends are also apparent during this period.
One continuity is the threat to imperial sovereignty emanat-
ing from the millenarian mythology embedded in some
forms of Buddhism and other religions. Daoism, Buddhism,
and Manichaeism (and later Christianity) all contained sub-
traditions positing an imminent cataclysm of cosmic propor-
tions and the replacement of the current regime with a new
order ruled by a divine king. Buddhist versions of this escha-
tology, known since the fourth century, focused on the im-
pending incarnation of Maitreya as a ruler. Already during
the Yuan dynasty, Maitreya belief took new social and liter-
ary forms. This was a time of growth for sectarian groups—
voluntary organizations of laypeople not based on family ties
or attendance at temples but rather defined by Buddhist be-
lief and practice. Their members read and recited a relatively
new form of vernacular sacred text, “precious scrolls” (baoj-
uan), which mixed mythology, moral guidance, and ele-
ments from a variety of religious traditions. Movements like
the White Cloud (Baiyun) remained utterly conventional in
insisting that members observe all forms of political authori-
ty. Other groups, such as the White Lotus (Bailian), fre-
quently sought the immediate installation of new, purified
regimes or were suppressed by the government for being sus-
pected of rebellion. The man who became the first Ming em-
peror, Zhu Yuanzhang (1328-1398), was a local leader of
one such movement in Anhui. His military success allowed
him to wrest control from the Mongols and other adversaries
and be enthroned as the Hongwu emperor (r. 1368-1398)
of the Ming dynasty (1368-1644). The succeeding Qing
dynasty (1644-1911) was founded by the Manchu people
of the northeast, descendants of the Jurchens. Their leader
was considered an incarnation of the bodhisattva Mafijusri,
and all of the Qing emperors made significant visits to the
temple complex on Mount Wutai (Sanxi province), where
Maijuséri was believed to have manifested himself. With
Qing imperial support, the Buddhist canon was translated
into Manchu in 1790. Following the pattern of earlier dynas-
ties, emperors regulated and manipulated Buddhist institu-
tions, and the Ming and Qing ruling houses accorded politi-
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cal office to the highest ranking b/ mas and other monastic
authorities in Tibet and Mongolia.

Another important pattern of late imperial times is the
seeming dissolution of distinctively Buddhist elements into
Chinese society. During these centuries traces of Buddhism
could be found almost everywhere yet not always recognized
as such. Perhaps because it was so pervasive, the Buddhism
of this period has received the least amount of scholarly re-
search. The conceptual underpinnings of the ethical system
of late imperial popular religion were heavily Buddhist. Al-
though human centered, the worldview of Chinese religion
had been englobed by a wider framework that included other
species (animals) and forms of life (gods, hell beings). Every
act, large or small, was thought to carry moral consequences,
and ideas of karma were expressed in notions like “planting
good roots” for future rebirths. Other myths, symbols, and
rituals that derived from Buddhism had become a part of ge-
neric religious practice in annual festivals, rites of curing, ex-
orcism, funerals, and pilgrimage. Buddhist monastic leaders
like Yunqi Zhuhong (1535-1615) exhorted their elite fol-
lowers to practice the releasing of life (freeing animals bound
for the butcher), to adopt a vegetarian diet, and to refrain
from wearing silk (the production of which kills silkworms)
whenever possible. They promoted the joint practice of
Chan-style meditation and the chanting of Amitabha Bud-
dha’s name, and they sought rapprochement among all
schools of thought. Even outspoken proponents of Confu-
cian learning launched ideas that had been heavily influenced
by Buddhism. Wang Yangming (formally named Wang Sh-
ouren, 1472-1529) shifted the focus of Confucian discourse
from principle (/) to the power of the mind and the process
of moral thinking. Much as Buddhists predicated the achiev-
ing of enlightenment on the inborn capacity to become a
buddha, Wang believed that ethical discernment was possi-
ble because of every person’s “innate knowledge” (liangzhi).
One piece of common wisdom in late imperial times was the
slogan that “the three teachings are one” (sanjiao heyi). Dif-
ferent interpretations of the claim were offered—that Confu-
cianism, Daoism, and Buddhism seck a common goal, or
stem from the same metaphysical ground, or form three dis-
tinct stages of cultivation—but the basic idea (often called
syncretism) was pervasive.

Increasingly during the Ming and Qing dynasties, Bud-
dhism existed in a world that knew various forms of Chris-
tianity. Portuguese traders talked about their faith in the
early 1500s, and a variety of European orders dispatched
priests to China. Matteo Ricci (1552-1610), the most fa-
mous Jesuit in China, formulated a strategy for the propaga-
tion of Christianity after learning from the example of Bud-
dhist missionizing. During his first years in China, Ricci
adopted the dress of Buddhist monks; the two orders of
monks did, after all, share a celibate lifestyle. Ricci soon felt
the need, however, to distance himself from the role of ritual
specialist and the suspicions cast on monks by the highest
classes. He changed into the robes of the scholar, couched
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his message in terms derived from the Confucian classics,
and drew on ancient Chinese precedents to castigate Bud-
dhism, Daoism, and the practices of popular religion. A
more pervasive Christian influence began in the early nine-
teenth century, when Protestant missionaries first arrived in
China. They aimed at the lower strata of society and worked
at the local level. They formed congregations by preaching
about Jesus, translating the Bible into the spoken language,
disputing Buddhist ideas of reincarnation, and railing against
belief in spirits.

BUDDHISM IN MODERN CHINA. Buddhism was never insu-
lated from the cataclysms shaking Chinese society from the
1850s to the twenty-first century: Western military incur-
sions, imposition of treaties and reparations, unprecedented
natural disasters, the overthrow of the imperial system of
governance in 1911, the founding of the Republic of China
in 1912, civil war and rule by warlords, warfare and eventual-
ly occupation of most of China by Japan between 1937 and
1945, the victory of Mao Zedong’s (1893-1976) Commu-
nist Party and the establishment of the People’s Republic of
China in 1949, continuing upheaval and the Great Proletari-
an Cultural Revolution (1966-1976), the opening to foreign
capital in 1978, and economic expansion and international-
ization beginning in the 1990s. Propelled into the modern
world so violently and in such a relatively short period of
time (by comparison to Europe), China has offered many so-
lutions to the problem of how to understand “modernity.”
Chinese from all walks of life debated what form government
should take, what place in the world order China should oc-
cupy, and what roles science and religion should play in
modern society. The answers have been complicated and var-
ied. Intellectuals like Hu Shi (1891-1962) distinguished be-
tween unscientific, tradition-bound schools of thinking and
rational, practical, Sinified forms of religious thought—
including some forms of Buddhism—that could be har-
nessed to modernity. Monks like Taixu (1890-1947), theo-
rizing the proper social functions of Buddhism, advocated
turning away from involvement in funerals and memorial
services and focusing on more this-worldly concerns. Bud-
dhist clerics in China debated the contradictions involved in
armed resistance against the Japanese military, just as their
Japanese brethren came to grips with and often contributed
to the Japanese colonial enterprise.

Modern China provides an interesting testing ground
for the interaction between Buddhism and Communism.
Marxist thought in general treats religion as a superstructure
of the pre-Communist state. From this perspective Bud-
dhism is an ideology used to camouflage real suffering in the
world, which is caused by ownership of the means of produc-
tion (land) by the gentry and the consequent alienation of
the masses. Following Mao’s exhortation, Marxist philoso-
phers viewed Buddhist monks as a nonproductive class and
criticized Buddhist idealism for its opposition to a materialist
concept of history. The earliest land reforms in the 1940s
began to expropriate the economic basis of the monastic live-
lihood, and the Cultural Revolution targeted monks, nuns,
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teachers, doctors, and other counterrevolutionaries for harsh
reeducation. Nevertheless freedom of religious belief is guar-
anteed in the Chinese constitution, adopted in 1954. Under
new policies in the post-Mao era, private belief in any of five
recognized religions (Daoism, Buddhism, Islam, Catholi-
cism, and Protestantism) is allowed. The Chinese Buddhist
Association (Zhongguo fojiao xiehui), founded in 1953, is
the government-supervised organization of clergy and lay-
people. Under its auspices Buddha relics have been ex-
changed with other Buddhist countries, and intra-Asian mis-
sions have been sponsored. Having claimed political
dominance over Tibet for centuries, the Chinese army took
control of Tibet in 1959; the government formally recog-
nized the authority of the Panchen Lama and derecognized
the Dalai Lama, who escaped to India. For Tibetan Bud-
dhists as well as Buddhist believers from other officially rec-
ognized minority groups (like those in Yunnan, Sichuan,
Qinghai, and Xinjiang provinces), state entitlements are sup-
posed to include the practice of traditional religion. How the
government weighs this right against its perception of the
overarching authority of the state to condone or extirpate any
form of social action remains to be seen.

The future of Chinese Buddhism will depend increas-
ingly on forms of Buddhism outside the Chinese mainland.
Taiwan was ruled by the Japanese from 1895 to 1945, and
the Nationalist Party (Guomindang or Kuomintang [KMTT)
fled there in 1949. The Nationalists consciously distin-
guished their religious policies from those of their Commu-
nist foes and supported the practice of many forms of Chi-
nese religion, including Buddhism. Many organized groups
proliferated after the liberalization of laws regarding civic or-
ganizations in 1989, and religious revivals continued after
the Nationalists lost the presidency in the 2000 elections.
Taiwan in the late twentieth century saw the growth of many
Buddhist organizations, including the Tzu Chi Foundation
(or Buddhist Compassion Relief Merit Association [Fojiao
ciji gongde hui]), founded by the nun Zhengyan (b. 1937),
which emphasizes medical care, social welfare, and disaster
relief; Buddha’s Light International Association (Foguang-
shan), a broad-based, comprehensive organization of laypeo-
ple and clerics led by the monk Xingyun (b. 1927); and
Dharma Drum Mountain (Fagushan), founded by the monk
Shengyan (b. 1931), whose educational complex in northern
Taiwan includes a Buddhist seminary, university, library,
museum, and conference center. All three of these associa-
tions have branches active in other countries, Asian and
Western, and they carry out exchanges with Buddhist groups
in China.

Buddhist movements comprising laypeople and monas-
tics continue to proliferate in the Chinese communities of
Southeast Asia and the West. Just as Buddhism was original-
ly carried into China from abroad, the undecided fate of
Buddhism in China is now bound up with forms of Bud-
dhism practiced elsewhere.

SEE ALSO Amoghavajra; A$oka; Avalokite$vara;
Bhaisajyaguru; Buddhism, Schools of, article on Chinese
Buddhism; Chinese Religion, overview article; Huiyuan;
Ksitigarbha; Kumarajiva; Nirvana; Politics and Religion, ar-
ticles on Politics and Buddhism and Politics and Chinese
Religion; Taixu; Xuanzang; Yijing; Zhu Xi.
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neighboring regions of Northeast Asia. During its prehistory,
Korean culture was most closely akin to that of the semino-
madic tribes of the Central and North Asian steppes. From
the Warring States period (403—221 BCE) on, however, when
refugees from the northern Chinese states of Yan, Qi, and
Zhao immigrated to the peninsula to escape the ravages of
the mainland wars, Han civilization began to eclipse that in-
digenous culture at an ever-increasing pace. It is for this rea-
son that Korean Buddhism must be treated as part and parcel
of a larger East Asian Buddhist tradition. Indeed, Korea’s
later appellation as the “hermit kingdom” notwithstanding,
there was in fact an almost organic relationship between the
Korean, Chinese, and, during its incipient period, the Japa-
nese Buddhist traditions. Admittedly, the Silk Route afford-
ed China closer ties with the Buddhism of India and Central
Asia, and China’s overwhelming size, both in territory and
population, inevitably led to its domination of the doctrinal
trends within East Asian Buddhism. This does not deny,
however, that Korean exegetes working on both the peninsu-
la and the Chinese mainland made seminal contributions to
the development of what are commonly considered to be dis-
tinctively “Chinese” schools of Buddhism, such as Tiantai,
Huayan, and Chan. At the same time, many Chinese Bud-
dhist theological insights were molded into new forms in
Korea, innovations comparable to the Chinese syntheses of
Indian and Central Asian Buddhist teachings. Hence, any
appraisal of characteristically East Asian developments in the
Buddhist tradition cannot neglect to take into account the
contributions made by Koreans.

THREE KINGDOMS BUDDHISM (C. LATE FOURTH CENTURY—
668 CE). According to such traditional Korean historical
sources as Samguk sagi (Historical record of the Three King-
doms), Haedong kosiing chon (Biographies of eminent Korean
monks), and Samguk yusa (Memorabilia and mirabilia of the
Three Kingdoms), Buddhism was transmitted to Korea from
the Chinese mainland during the (Korean) Three Kingdoms
period. The introduction of Buddhism into Korea is pre-
sumed to have occurred in 372 CE, when King Fujian (r.
357-384) of the Former Qin dynasty (351-394) sent a
monk-envoy, Shundao (Kor., Sundo), to the Koguryé court
with scriptures and images. Former Qin hegemony over the
remarkably cosmopolitan region of eastern Turkistan had
brought Chinese culture into intimate contact with Indian,
Iranian, and Hellenistic civilizations, ultimately engendering
a new, sinified form of Buddhism. Fujian’s defeat, in 370,
of the Former Yan state, which had for decades laid siege to
Kogury®, initiated close ties between Fujian and his Kogury6
contemporary, King Sosurim (r. 371-383). These contacts
allowed this vibrant northern Chinese culture, which includ-
ed the Buddhist religion, to be introduced into Korea. While
a paucity of information remains by which we can evaluate
the characteristics of the Buddhism of this early period, it is
probable that it was characterized by thaumaturgic practices,
a symbiotic relationship between the ecclesia and the state,
Maitreya worship, and the study of scriptures affiliated with
the Mahayana branch of Buddhism. A monastery is said to

have been erected for Sundo in 376, the first reference to a
formal Buddhist institution on Korean soil.

Sundo was followed in 384 by the Serindian monk
Maranant’a (*Malananda; *Kumaranandin), who is reputed
to have come via sea to Packche from the Chinese state of
Eastern Jin (317-420). His enthusiastic reception by the
royal court initiated the rapid diffusion of Buddhism
throughout the Packche kingdom. Less than a year after his
arrival a monastery had been founded on Mount Han for
Maranant’a and the first Korean natives ordained as Bud-
dhist monks. In both Kogury6 and Packche, there is evi-
dence that such schools as Samnon (Madhyamika),
Sarvastivada Abhidharma, Nirvana, Satyasiddhi, and
Ch’ont’ae (Chin., Tiantai) flourished, though few works
from this period are now extant. Of vital importance for the
dissemination of Buddhism throughout East Asia, however,
was Packche’s nautical skill, which made the kingdom the
Phoenicia of medieval East Asia. Over its well-developed sea
lanes, Packche began in 554 to dispatch Buddhist doctrinal
specialists, psalmodists, iconographers, and architects to
Japan, thus transmitting to the Japanese the rudiments of
sinified Buddhist culture and laying the foundation for the
rich Buddhist culture of the Asuka and Nara periods. Silla
expansion throughout southern Korea also prompted mas-
sive emigration of Koreans to Japan (where they were known
as kikajin), and many of the cultural and technical achieve-
ments of early Japan—such as the development of paddy
fields, the construction of palaces and temples, and town
planning—were direct results of the expertise introduced by
these successive waves of emigrants. These advancements ul-
timately paved the way for Japan’s first constitution, pur-
portedly written by Prince Shotoku in 604, and led to the
Taika reform of 646, which initiated a sinified bureaucracy
in Japan.

It was not untl 529, following the martyrdom of
Ich’adon (Pak Yomch’6k), that Silla, the last of the three
kingdoms to consolidate its power, officially embraced Bud-
dhism. Political exigencies were probably the catalyst for the
acceptance of Buddhism in Silla. The Silla nobility, who
continued their drive for peninsular unification, found
strong incentive to embrace Buddhism in an effort to accom-
modate the newly conquered Koguryo and Packche aristoc-
racy, which had embraced Buddhism long before. The vital
role played by the Buddhist religion as a conduit through
which Chinese civilization was introduced into Silla closely
parallels the sinification of non-Chinese tribes that occurred
throughout Chinese history.

Three Kingdoms Buddhism seems to have been a thor-
oughgoing amalgamation of the foreign religion and indige-
nous local cults. Autochthonous snake and dragon cults, for
example, merged with the Mahayana belief in dragons as
protectors of the Dharma, forming the unique variety of
hoguk pulgyo (“state-protection Buddhism”) that was thereaf-
ter to characterize Korean Buddhism. One of the earliest ex-
amples of this amalgamation was the vow of the Silla king
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Munmu (r. 661-681) to be reborn as a sea dragon after his
death in order to guard his country and its new faith from
foreign invasion. Buddhism and the state subsequently
evolved a symbiotic relationship in which the monks entreat-
ed the buddhas and bodhisattvas to protect the state and the
state provided munificent support for the dissemination of
the religion throughout the empire. Many of the most visible
achievements of the Korean church throughout its history,
such as the xylographic carvings of the Buddhist canon un-
dertaken during the succeeding Koryo dynasty, were prod-
ucts of this concern with state protection. Buddhist monks
also sought to demonstrate correspondences between Korean
ancestral heroes and the new religion, thereby accelerating
the assimilation of the religion among Koreans. Attempts
were made, for example, to prove that Hwanin, the Celestial
Emperor, was identical to Sakro Devanim Indra
(Chesok-ch’6n), the Indian and Buddhist king of the gods,
and that Tan’gun, the progenitor of the Korean race, was the
theophany of Sri Mahadevi (Kilsang-ch’6n). Vestiges of the
dispensations of previous buddhas were alleged to have been
uncovered in Korea, and the advent of the future Buddha,
Maitreya, was prophesied to occur in the south of the penin-
sula. Modern-day visitors to a Korean monastery will notice
on the perimeter of the campus shrines devoted to the moun-
tain god or to the seven stars of the Big Dipper, the presence
of which is indicative of the synthesis of common sinified
culture with Buddhism.

One of the most prominent institutions of Three King-
doms Buddhism that is commonly assumed to have been in-
dicative of this interaction between Buddhism and indige-
nous Korean culture was the Hwarang (Flower Boy)
movement. According to the Samguk sagi, this movement
was instituted around 576 by the Silla king Chinhting
(r. 540-575), and was patterned upon a more primitive asso-
ciation of shamanesses. The formation of the Hwarang
movement is considered to have been part of the expansionist
policies of the Silla court, and was intended to instill in the
sons of nobility a regard for ethical virtues and an apprecia-
tion of refined culture. A later Silla writer relates that they
were trained in Confucian filial piety and national loyalty,
Daoist quietism, and Buddhist morality. The prominent reli-
gious orientation of the Hwarang as related in this and other
accounts militates against the popular notion that it was a
paramilitary organization. The group aesthetic celebra-
tions—such as singing and dancing out in the open—that
are commonly associated with the Hwarang has suggested to
a number of scholars the shamanistic activities of initiation
journeys and pilgrimages. While the Hwarang’s Buddhist af-
finities are far from certain, their eventual identification with
Maitreya assured that tradition would regard the movement
as one intended to disseminate the Buddhist faith among
Koreans.

UNIFIED SILLA BUDDHISM (668-935). After the unification
of the peninsula under the Silla banner in 668, the fortunes
of the new religion expanded on an unprecedented scale. It
was during this period that the major schools of scholastic

ENCYCLOPEDIA OF RELIGION, SECOND EDITION

BUDDHISM: BUDDHISM IN KOREA 1171

Buddhism that had developed in China were introduced into
Korea. The doctrinal teachings that had begun to be import-
ed during the Three Kingdoms period were consolidated
during the Unified Silla into five major ideological schools:
the Kyeyul-chong, which stressed the study and training in
Buddhist monastic discipline (Vinaya); the Yélban-chong,
which promulgated the teachings of the Mahaparinirvana
Siitra; the Popsong-chong (Dharma Nature), a uniquely Ko-
rean school of Buddhism that stressed a synthetic outlook to-
ward Buddhist doctrine; the Wonyung-chong, which was
the early Korean branch of the Flower Garland (Kor.,
Hwadém; Chin., Huayan) school; and the Popsang-chong,
derived from on the “consciousness-only” (vijdptimatrata)
teachings of Yogacara. Some of the greatest achievements of
early Korean philosophy occurred during this period, and
such important scholiasts as Wonhyo (617-686) and Uisang
(625-702) forged approaches to Buddhist philosophy that
would become the hallmarks of the Korean church from that
time onward. Korean exegetes working in China also played
major roles in the development of Chinese schools of Bud-
dhism. Both Wonhyo and Uisang were important vaunt-
couriers in the Huayan school, as reflected in their influence
on the systematizer of the Chinese Huayan school, Fazang
(643-712). Wonch’uk (613-696), a close disciple of Xuan-
zang (d. 664), was a prominent exegete in the Chinese Faxi-
ang school, whose commentaries on such texts as the
Samdhinirmocana Siitra exerted profound influence on early

Tibetan Buddhism.

It was during this era of ardent scholarly activity that
one of the most characteristic features of the mature Korean
Buddhist tradition developed: that of “ecumenism” or “syn-
thesis.” From the inception of Buddhism in East Asia, the
religion had formed around a number of disparate scriptural
and commentarial traditions that had developed first in India
and later in Central Asia. For this reason, the Chinese church
became characterized by a loosely structured sectarianism.
The various extremes each of these factional divisions took
led to an attempt, begun first in China and considerably re-
fined later in Korea, to see these various approaches, each os-
tensibly Buddhist yet each so different, in some common
light, so as to find some means by which their discordant ele-
ments could be reconciled. Certain features of the Korean
tradition contributed to the synthetic tendency of the reli-
gion. Owing to the smaller size of Korea and its monastic
population, there was little hope that Buddhism could con-
tinue as a stable and influential force within the religious
arena if it was divided into contentious factions. In addition,
the constant threat of foreign invasion created the need for
a unified, centrally organized ecclesiastical institution. The
quest to discover the common denominators in all of these
sectarian interpretations—and subsequently to use those
unifying elements in order to establish an interdenomina-
tional approach (#ong pulgyo) to the religion that could in-
corporate all elements of Buddhist philosophy and prac-
tice—was to inspire the efforts of all major Korean Buddhist
philosophers. This attitude prompted the Koreans to develop
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what remains one of the more ecumenical traditions of Bud-
dhism to be found anywhere is Asia.

One of the most momentous developments in the histo-
ry of Korean Buddhism occurred during the Unified Silla pe-
riod: the introduction of the Chan teachings, known in
Korea as Son. The earliest transmission of Son to the penin-
sula is attributed to the monk Pomnang (fl. 632-646), a Ko-
rean who is said to have trained with the fourth patriarch of
the Chinese Chan school, Daoxin (580-646). While little is
known of Pémnang’s life or thought, there are indications
that he attempted to combine the teachings of two distinct
Chinese Chan lineages—that of Bodhidharma (c. fifth cen-
tury), Huiguo (487-592), and Sengcan (d. 606) and that of
Daoxin and Hongren (688-761)—with the synthetic
tathigata-garbha theory of the Dasheng qixin lun (Awakening
of Faith). A successor in Pémnang’s lineage eventually
founded the Huiyang-san school, the oldest of the Korean
Son schools. During the eighth and ninth centuries, other
Korean adepts returning from the mainland established eight
other mountain Son sites, forming what came to be known
as the Nine Mountains school of Sén (Kusan Sénmun). Of
these eight, seven were affiliated with the Hongzhou lineage
of the Middle Chan period, which eventually evolved into
the Linji school of the mature Chan tradition; one, the Sumi-
san school, was derived from the lineage of Qingyuan Xingsi
(d. 740), from which developed the Caodong school. Korean
masters on the mainland, however, also played major roles
in the development of Chinese Chan. Perhaps the most
prominent of these Koreans was the monk Musang, also
known as Kim Heshang (680-756; alt. 684-762), who was
regarded as a patriarch of the Baotang school of the Sichuan
region, and was the first Chan master known to the Tibetans.
Despite the continued traffic of S6n adepts between China
and Korea, the entrenched position of the scholastic schools
within the Korean ecclesia thwarted the propagation of Nine
Mountains Son. Continued frustration at their inability to
disseminate their message led such Son adherents as Toui
(d. 825) and Muyom (799-888) to attack the scholastic
schools directly, leading ultimately to a bifurcation of the
Korean Buddhist church into two vociferous factions.

Kory0 BUDDHISM (937-1392). The principal contribu-
tion of Koryé Buddhists to the evolution of the Korean
church was the reconciliation they effected between the Son
and scholastic schools. It was Uich’dn (1055-1101) who
made the first such attempt, by secking to combine both the
Nine Mountains and scholastic schools into a revived
Ch’ént’ae school. Ch’ont’ae teachings are known to have
been present on the peninsula prior to Uich’6n’s time. A cen-
tury before, for example, Ch’egwan (d. 971), a renowned
Korean Ch’6nt’ae adept, had been invited to Tang China to
reintroduce long-lost Tiantai manuals; during his expatria-
tion Ch’egwan systematized the school’s philosophies in his
Tiantai sijiao yi, one of the most important of Chinese
Tiantai exegetical writings. Uich’6n’s efforts to revitalize the
school, however, have led to his being considered the effec-
tive founder of its Korean branch. It appears that Uich’6n

regarded the meditative emphasis of the Ch’6nt’ae teachings
as the ideal vehicle for accommodating the varying concerns
of the Son and scholastic schools. Unfortunately, his prema-
ture death at the age of forty-six brought a sudden end to
his endeavor and left the sectarian scene still more unsettled.

Uich’sn’s efforts were followed some three generations
later by those of Chinul (1158-1210), a charismatic S6n
master who was similarly motivated by a synthetic vision of
the unity of Son and the scholastic teachings. Unlike
Uich’6n’s scholastic orientation, however, Chinul sought to
merge the various Buddhist schools of his time into a new
Son school that would synthesize a disparate variety of Bud-
dhist soteriological approaches. Chinul introduced into Ko-
rean Son practice the investigation of the “critical phrase”
(Kor., hwadu; Chin., huaton), better known by the closely
synonymous term kongan (Chin., gong'an; Jpn., koan), as it
had been developed in China by Dahui Zonggao (1089—
1163). Chinul then sought to incorporate this investigation
into the soteriological scheme of sudden awakening/gradual
cultivation taught by Zongmi (780-841), and finally to
amalgamate this approach to Son with the interpretation of
Hwadm thought given by Li Tongxuan (635-730). Chinul’s
synthesis of Son and the scholastic teachings came to be re-
garded as a distinctively Korean school of Son, called the
Chogye-chong. His efforts revitalized the enervated Koryo
church, and marked the ascendancy of Son thought in the
Korean Buddhist tradition.

It was Chinul’s disciple, Chin’gak Hyesim (1178-
1234), who assured the acceptance of hwadu practice as the
principal meditative technique in Korean S6n Buddhism.
Following the model of Chinese thinkers of the Song dynasty
(960-1279), Hyesim examined the points of convergence
between the three religions of Buddhism, Confucianism, and
Daoism. This attempt to extend the embrace of Chinul’s
synthetic outlook so as to accommodate still other religions
was to inspire a series of such investigations by later Korean
authors. A S6n master of the later Kory6 period, T’aego Pou
(1301-1382), worked prodigiously to merge the remnants
of the Nine Mountains S6n schools with the new Chogye-
chong, and sought to graft onto this ecumenical school the
Chinese Linji (Kor., Imje; Jpn., Rinzai) lineage, into which
he had received transmission in Yuan-dynasty China. The ef-
forts of these and other teachers assured that the Chogye-
chong would remain the predominant school of Korean
Buddhism, a position it has retained down to the present.

CHOSON BUDDHISM (1392-1910). With the advent of the
Choson dynasty in 1392 the fortunes of Buddhism began to
wane. While the official policies of the Choson dynasty are
commonly considered to have been Confucian in orienta-
tion, many of the kings continued to give munificent person-
al support to Buddhism. For example, the founder of the
dynasty, Yi Taejo (r. 1392-1398), appointed the renowned
monk, Muhak Chach’o (1327-1398), to the official post of
preceptor to the royal family (wangsa), and the account of
T’acjo’s reign in the Yijo sillok (Veritable record of the
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Choson dynasty) teems with references to his sponsorship of
temple construction projects, maigre offerings to monks, and
various Buddhist rites. Confucian bureaucrats, however,
continued to pressure the throne for stricter selection proce-
dures for Buddhist monks, limits on the number of monaste-
ries and hermitages, reduction in the number of officially
sanctioned sects, and reorganization of the ecclesiastical sys-
tem, all in order to effect more centralized supervision of the
religion. Such policies were formally adopted by T aejong (r.
1400-1418), the third Choson sovereign, and carried out on
a massive scale by his successor, King Sejong (r. 1418-1450).
In Sejong’s proclamation of 1424, the Chogye, Ch’ontae,
and Vinaya schools were amalgamated into a single Son
(Meditative) school, and the remaining scholastic schools
were merged into the Kyo (Doctrinal) school. New regula-
tions were adopted for obtaining monk’s certificates, making
ordination much more difficult, and many monks already
ordained were defrocked. The official ranks of national mas-
ter (kuksa) and royal master (wangsa) were abolished. Temple
paddy lands and forest properties were confiscated by the
state and the legions of setfs retained by the monasteries were
drafted into the army. Buddhist monasteries were no longer
permitted within the capital or major cities. It is not surpris-
ing that during this dire period, Buddhist activities were as
much concerned with the very survival of the tradition as
with novel scholarly and meditative endeavors.

During this extremely difficult period in Korean Bud-
dhist history, it is Sesan Hyujong (1520-1604) who epito-
mizes the continued S6n orientation of the church. Drawing
his inspiration from Chinul’s earlier vision of the unity of the
Son and scholastic schools, Hyujong produced a succinct
manual of practice, titled the Songa kugam (Mirror of the
Son School). His other guides to Confucianism and Daoism
were intended to sustain the reconciliation between Bud-
dhism and its rival religions that was begun during the
mid-Kory6 and to outline their many similarities of purpose.
Despite all the attempts of Hyujong’s lineage, however, Bud-
dhism’s creative drive continued to wane.

BUDDHISM DURING THE MODERN ERA. Japanese inroads on
the peninsula from the late nineteenth century onward pres-
ented both new opportunities and new pressures for the Ko-
rean Buddhist tradition. Following the ratification of the
Korea-Japan treaty of 1876, Japanese Buddhist sects, begin-
ning with the Higashi Honganji sect of Pure Land, began to
proselytize among the increasing number of Japanese immi-
grants resident in Korea, an activity that soon spread to the
native Korean populace as well. Remonstrations by Japanese
Nichiren missionaries compelled the impotent Choson court
in 1895 to lift the centuries-old prohibition against the pres-
ence of Buddhist monks in the capital of Seoul. During the
same period, a resurgence of S6n practice was catalyzed by
the Korean Son master Kyongho (1857-1912) and his disci-
ples, and successors in his lineage continue to teach today.

After the annexation of Korea in 1910, some Korean
monks felt that the fortunes of the religion were dependent
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upon arranging a merger with a major Japanese sect. Yi
Hoegwang went so far as to negotiate a combination of the
Korean church with the Japanese S6t6 sect, but most Korean
Son monks regarded the gradualistic teachings of the Soto
sect as anathema to the subitist orientation of their own tra-
dition, and managed to block the merger. Another move-
ment threatened to further divide the Buddhist church. As
early as 1913, Han Yongun (1879-1944), a Buddhist signa-
tory to the 1919 Korean independence declaration and
major literary figure, had shocked his contemporaries by ad-
vocating that monks be allowed to marry, a move he felt was
necessary if Buddhism were to maintain any viable role in
modern secular society. While this position was diametrically
opposed to the traditional celibate orientation of the Korean
ecclesia, the Japanese colonial government ultimately sus-
tained it in 1926 with its promulgation of new monastic reg-
ulations that legalized matrimony for monks. Within a de-
cade, virtually all monastery abbots were married, thereby
producing a dramatic change in the traditional moral disci-
pline of the Korean church. Other reform movements de-
signed to present Buddhism in a way that would be more rel-
evant to modern concerns arose with increasing frequency.
Among the most prominent of these was Won Buddhism,
founded in 1916 by Pak Chung-bin, Sotaesan (1891—
1943), which combined Buddhist teachings with a disparate
variety of elements drawn from Confucianism, Daoism,

Tonghak, and even Christianity.

After independence in 1945, Korean Buddhism was
badly split between two irreconcilable sects. The T aego-
chong, a liberal sect of married monks, had flourished under
Japanese patronage and was based principally in the cities
where it catered to the lay Buddhist population. The
Chogye-chong was a smaller, religiously conservative faction
of monks who had managed to maintain their celibacy dur-
ing the long years of Japanese occupation; their concern was
to restore the meditative, scholastic, and disciplinary orienta-
tions of traditional Korean Buddhism. Only after years of in-
tense conflict did the Chogye-chong finally win government
support for its position in 1954 and virtually all of major
monasteries have reverted to its control. Now the predomi-
nant sect of Buddhism in Korea, the Chogye-chong has had
considerable success in attracting a new generation of lay be-
lievers and monastic postulants to the teachings and practices

of Buddhism.

SEE A15O Chan; Chinul; Confucianism in Korea; Fazang;
Huayan; Korean Religion; Tathagata-garbha; Tiantai;
Uichén; Uisang; Wonhyo; Worship and Devotional Life,
article on Buddhist Devotional Life in East Asia; Xuanzang;
Zongmi.
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ROBERT EVANS BUSWELL, JR. (1987 AND 2005)

BUDDHISM: BUDDHISM IN JAPAN

Use of the phrase “Buddhism in Japan” suggests in part that,
on the one hand, the modern terminology of the nation-state
of Japan can be appropriately used throughout discussions
of Buddhist belief and practice in the geographic area usually
referred to as the “Japanese isles.” On the other hand, the
use of the language of “Buddhism” might suggest that Bud-
dhist beliefs and practices developed as a singular phenome-
non bearing internal consistency. Use of either of these con-
cepts has limitations, since the nation-state of Japan
developed only in the late nineteenth century, and Bud-
dhism does not connote a singular institution or way of life
followed in the Japanese isles. In particular, while we speak
of “Buddhism” in the Japanese case, Buddhistic beliefs and
practices did not historically constitute a creedal faith of the
kind common to monotheistic religions; neither did it his-
torically feature universally agreed-upon weekly liturgies (a
Buddhist “Sabbath”) nor, until the last few centuries, did it
feature adherence to exclusively defined or otherwise well-
defined sectarian organizations.

EArLY HISTORICAL CONTEXTS. The initial introduction of
Buddhist images and implements to the Japanese isles is ex-
tremely difficult to date. Moreover, we are limited to later
representations produced by members of the royal court of
Yamato, the first literate and highly organized government
in the isles, and those associated with them; and archaeologi-
cal studies have only marginally helped us to gain access to
the very earliest era of Buddhist influence. The mytho-
history Nihonshoki (720 CE), produced by the Yamato court,
as well as temple legends (e.g., Gangdji garan engi narabi ni
ruki shizai cho, probably a Heian era [794-1185 CE] compi-
lation, yet based on a no longer extant eighth-century
Gangoji engi) variously depicted the introduction of such fig-
ures in the form of gifts from the Korean kingdom of Paek-
che to the Japanese court in 552 CE or 538 CE.

Continental Asian influences. The Soga family, which
drew upon the support of the large number of immigrant
families in the capital area (and may have also had immigrant
origins), was the most powerful clan of the court and spon-
sored the introduction of Buddhist clerics and objects, as well
Buddhist construction, from the late sixth to mid-seventh
centuries. In addition, in this connection the immigrant
family of the Hata and, apparently, other immigrant families
also constructed Buddhist temples at the time.
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Prince Shotoku. Although some of the other promi-
nent families of the court drew their support from older fam-
ilies of the Japanese isles and argued that worship of Bud-
dhist divinities would antagonize indigenous deities (kami),
the Soga’s efforts may have been bolstered through patronage
by Prince Taishi Shotoku (574?-6222), who is represented
from the early eighth century on as having became an ardent
supporter of the faith. The Sogas and Shotoku seem to have
seen buddhas and bodhisattvas as beings who offered a variety
of benefits so long as they were approached through appro-
priate ritual. Moreover, the fact that all of the temples con-
structed prior to the mid-seventh century were erected in
connection with efforts to protect specific clans—Asukadera,
possessing the character of a “clan temple” of the Sogas,
being most prominent—illustrates the extent to which the
reception varied depending on the group, that there was no
consensus in the larger court concerning its relevance, and
that the thaumaturgical capacities of Buddhist ritual were
central to their concerns more than enlightenment.

The Yamato Court in the late seventh century. Re-
cent excavations have indicated that the government began
to establish large temples in the seventh century. It is clear
that in the late seventh century the court patronized Bud-
dhist temples at the same time that it began also to promote
a notion of the ruler as zenno (“heavenly thearch”) and high
priest of the court, with the ancestral kami (deity) of his fami-
ly represented as the highest in the realm. The offering of rev-
erence to kami, on the one hand, and veneration of buddhas/
bodhisattvas, on the other, seem to have been accepted and,
presumably, openly supported by the larger court. Indeed,
it would seem that most in the court saw the buddhas and
bodbisattvas as similar to the native kami in their perceived
capacity to offer a variety of benefits (riyaku). Discourses
concerning karma, rebirth, and enlightenment seem to have
been virtually absent during this early era.

BUDDHISM IN THE NARA AND EARLY HEIAN PERIODS. It
was during the Nara period (710-784 k) that Buddhist in-
stitutions began to flourish on a much larger scale and Bud-
dhist practices came to have an impact on the general popu-
lace in the isles. Japanese monks’ travel to China to study
under eminent Buddhist clerics became increasingly promi-
nent in the Nara and Early Heian (794-1185) periods,
among which the most prominent were Saicho (c. 767-822)
and Kuakai (774-835), who respectively founded the lineages
of Tendai and Shingon.

The impact of the ruling family. The reign of the ruler
Shomu (r. 724-749) and his wife Komy®o constituted a clear
shift toward ever more visible support of Buddhist temples
and clerics. Shomu began to establish a set of temples and
convents in every province of the realm: in this case, a pro-
vincial temple that included, among its features, a stizpa of
seven stories, in which were to be installed copies of the
realm-protecting sutras, the Golden Light Scripture of Victori-
ous Kings and Scripture of the Lotus Blossom of the Wonderful
Law, together with part of the first siitra written in the sover-
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eign’s own hand; an accompanying nunnery was to be re-
ferred to as “convent for the Losus Sitra expiation rite,” in
which nuns would perform regular repentance rites on behalf
of the realm—evoking memories that the first Japanese Bud-
dhist clerics had been nuns and had obvious ritual and the-
matic connections with native shamanistic traditions, associ-
ated generally with kami worship.

Shomu and the court were supportive on a personal and
broader level of the Nara Buddhist temples and to small
Buddhist lineages that were developing in Nara. The well-
known six lineages within the larger temples of Nara includ-
ed: Sanron, Hosso, Ritsu (Skt., Vinaya), Jojitsu (satyasiddhi),
Kusha (abhidharma), and Kegon (Skt. Avatamsaka), the last
of which seems to have been added only with the ongoing
completion of construction of the head temple of the provin-
cial system, Todaiji, in the 750s. In actuality, these lineages
included only a small percentage of the monks residing in
the great temples; for example, in the case of Todaiji, they
included only roughly 2 percent of the some three thousand
monks.

Shomu’s wife, Komyd, was an equally fervent patron of
Buddhists. Her sponsorship of a sttra-copying bureau,
Todaiji administration, and convent construction indicate at
least two important points about Buddhism in early Japan.
First, it is clear that women of the court, particularly during
the Nara period, were powerful sponsors of Buddhist activi-
ties. Second, such sponsorship, associated with efforts
throughout continental Asia to collect Buddhist scriptures,
constituted a forerunner of later efforts of Japanese sover-
eigns and temples to acquire newly copied or printed ver-
sions of the Buddhist canon (daizokys) and, in that connec-
tion, to establish large collections of Buddhist and related
materials (kyozo, hoza).

The personal interest of Shomu and the ruling house in
Buddhism, while made problematic by his daughter’s later
relationship as zenno with the monk Dékyd, also illustrates
the close relationship leading families of the court had with
Buddhist clerics from the Nara period onwards. Recent
scholarship has made it clear that much of the vibrancy of
Buddhism in the era was constituted in the employ of monks
(or, sometimes, nuns) as family ritual practitioners or teach-
ers. That is, monks were often invited, often for lengthy peri-
ods, to take up residence in the homes of leading aristocratic
families; it is believed that such clerics spent most of their
time engaged in rituals for the purpose of healing, bodily
protection, and sometimes the more general avoidance of ca-
lamity (sokusai), and that such activities foreshadowed those
of the guardian palace monks (gojisd) of the Heian period.

The increasing prominence of Buddhist discourses
on karma, rebirth, and enlightenment. During the Nara
period, beliefs in karma, rebirth, and occasionally enlighten-
ment became prominent in the court as well as in regional
families, especially those close to the capital area. The earliest
Japanese didactic story collection, Nibon ryoiki (Anomalous
Tales of Japan) by the Yakushiji monk Kyokai (fl. 823), indi-
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cates that many in the capital as well as regional areas be-
lieved in karma and related discourses like rebirth and in-
debtedness. Such developments may have been related to the
activities of figures like Gyoki (668-749), who worked
among the larger populace and was especially known for his
help in the construction of landmarks such as bridges and
water projects.

Thus, karma, rebirth, and notions of enlightenment
were increasingly prominent among the larger populace,
while the court, given its patronage of official Nara Bud-
dhism, was clearly cognizant of such teachings and the Bud-
dhist cosmology, which was distinct from that represented
in the court mytho-histories concerning the ancestral kami
of the ruling family. Moreover, Chinese Buddhist works de-
picting the lives of eminent monks commonly featured ten-
sions between buddhas/ bodhisattvas and native divinities,
which may suggest a general parallel if not knowledge of ear-
lier patterns of assimilation of native religiosity. Given such
awareness, there were efforts, evident first through ritual
practice and construction, to explain or resolve such ambigu-
ity. First, small Buddhist temples called jingizji were con-
structed at shrine compounds like Ise and Usa from the
eighth century on, in which clerics venerated buddhas/
bodhisattvas on behalf of the kami, who were apparently seen
as inferior and unenlightened beings in need of aid. Second,
the ruling house itself incorporated Buddhist figures into its
own ancestral veneration, as the shrine at Usa came to match
Ise in its landholdings and prominence during the eighth
century as a shrine of the ruling family; in particular, the
main kami came, by the late eighth century, to be seen as not
merely the spirit of the fifth-century ruler Ojin but at the
same time as the bodbisattva Hachiman (Yahata).

Nara Buddhism and the advent of new Buddhist lin-
eages. A radical break did not actually occur in Japanese
Buddhism with the move of the capital from Nara to Nagao-
ka and, shortly thereafter, Heian (Kyoto). The great Nara
temples authorized by the government remained large insti-
tutions, and the lineages within them remained the province
of a small number of monks.

The ruler Kanmu (r. 781-806) moved the capital and
made efforts to strengthen the authority of the sovereign. He
also sponsored new monastic and other envoys to China and
welcomed the related advent of new lineages of Japanese
Buddhism. The monks Saicho and Kikai were the first
monks to introduce major new lineages after their respective
studies in Tang China in the early ninth century.

Tendai lineages. Saicho, who trained primarily in
Tian-tai Buddhism there, with some studies of esoteric Bud-
dhism as well, returned first in 805 and gained the patronage
of Kanmu. Saichd succeeded in convincing Kanmu to intro-
duce a new system of ordination the next year; the system
based the distribution of annual ordinands granted to tem-
ples on their affiliation with specific lineages, which in-
creased the prominence of the lineages while at the same
time, insofar as it was limited to males, producing a gendered

framework that would continue throughout the history of
Buddhism in Japan. In this way, as scholars have recently
noted, the novel production of male lineages at the same
time seems to have constituted a major source of the precipi-
tous decline that occurred in nuns’ ordinations in the Heian
periods.

Based on his studies in China, especially at Mount Tian-
tai, Saicho created in his Tendai lineage a catholic study pro-
gram that allowed for four major areas of concentration
while promoting the Lozus Siitra as the greatest scripture in
Mahayana Buddhism: esoteric Buddhism (Tantra), medita-
tion, precepts, and the “perfect teaching” (Tendai). With the
permission of the court, Saichd established a precepts plat-
form at the temple complex he had established at Mount
Hiei, not far from the capital of Heian. There, he used the
Mahayana bodhisattva precepts based on the Fan wang ching
scripture in clerical ordinations as an alternative to the tradi-
tional precepts, which had been carried over from early Bud-
dhist into Mahayana Buddhist ordinations throughout East
Asia. Saich6, drawing on Chinese Tian-tai doctrine, divided
Buddhist teachings into classifications of scriptures, with the
Lotus Sitra and Mahbanirvana Sitra at the apex, and added
new classifications conferring priority on scriptures (sizzra)
over clerics’ treatises ($astra); he especially criticized Hosso
and Sanron for their dependence on treatises. His acquisition
of a precepts platform, teachings, as well as debates he had
with monks of the Nara temples, illustrate that Saiché was
not on good terms with the leading Nara Buddhist institu-
tions.

Shingon lineages. Kikai also went to China in 804 but
returned a year later than Saichg, in 806. Kukai studied eso-
teric Buddhist (Tantric) discourse and practice in the Chi-
nese imperial capital of Chang-an under the monk Hui-kuo,
and given his master’s death, he was given a large number
of esoteric Buddhist scriptures, ritual implements, and Bud-
dha relics to take with him back to Japan. Kukai initally
found himself in a disadvantageous position vis-a-vis the
Heian court, but he emphasized his unique possession of eso-
teric ritual knowledge and made a sustained effort to demon-
strate it through performing esoteric Buddhist consecrations
(kanjo; Skt. abhiseka) on behalf of large numbers of people,
including the retired ruler Heizei (r. 806—-809) and the lead-
ing clerics of the Nara Buddhist establishment. Kikai’s
teaching emphasized that proper initiation into and practice
of three mysteries lead to realization of buddhahood in this
very body (sokushin jobutsu): body (use of appropriate hand
gestures), speech (sacred verbal formulae, mantras), and
mind (use of mandalas).

Given that the court believed his claims to ritual knowl-
edge, Kikai was often called upon to perform rites such as
rain prayer. His increasingly close relationship with the court
culminated in its granting him the temple T6ji in 822. From
834, the Shingon lineage received annual ordinands from the
government. Although Kikai introduced esoteric Buddhist
precepts, he did so in collaboration with the official system
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of ordination, centered at Todaiji in Nara; thus, Shingon
monks’ ordinations would always be conducted only at
Todaiji, guaranteeing an ongoing relationship between Shin-
gon and the Nara lineages, especially Kegon and Sanron. In
his later years, Kikai retired to his remote temple complex
at Mount Koya, where he continued to write major treatises
on esoteric Buddhism.

BuDDHISM IN THE MID-HEIAN AND KAMAKURA (1192-
1333) PERIODS. From the mid-ninth century on, the royal
court and those surrounding it underwent fundamental
changes that made the Ritsuryd legal system, developed in
the eighth century, increasingly irrelevant to the lives of the
aristocrats and Buddhist clerics. The advent in 859 CE of the
domination of the court by the northern Fujiwara family in
the form of the system of chancellors and regents (sekkan
taise) governing on behalf of the zennd meant that the latter
was increasingly reduced to primarily symbolic, ritual roles.

Annual court ceremonies and temple-shrine patron-
age. This development was also intimately related to the in-
creasingly prominent series of annual court ceremonies
(nenjii gyoji), the fuller outlines of which became apparent
by the 840s and that included some major Buddhist rites,
including the Latter Seven-Day Rite, the Misai-e Assembly,
the Buddha’s Birthday Assembly (Kanbutsu-e), the Buddha-
Names Assembly (Butsumyd-e¢), and the Seasonal Sttra Rec-
itation (of the Greater Prajfidparamita Satra), the last of
which would be performed first in 859 CE, corresponding to
the beginning of the regent-chancellor system. Meanwhile,
Buddhist ordinands were granted to pray for the salvation
of the kami even at great shrines like Kamo and Kasuga, be-
ginning the very same year; on the occasion of the petition,
the Hiei monk Ery6 (c. 802-860) employed, as the very first
historical instance, the explanation that the Aami were
“traces” (suijaku) of the Buddha (honji, “essence”), a dis-
course that would become increasingly common from the
eleventh century on.

Ritual knowledge, transmission, and the increasing
prominence of esoteric Buddhist lineages. From the tenth
to twelfth centuries, mid-ranking aristocratic families typi-
cally tried to acquire ritual knowledge that would be useful
at court, often through trying to gain their sons employ in
record keeping on behalf of the government. At the same
time, of course, the northern Fujiwaras themselves attempted
to gain unparalleled access to knowledge of such ritual, and
in the era just after the unrivaled leadership of the great Fuji-
wara no Michinaga (966-1027), established the first of many
great treasuries of the era: Uji (no) Hozo, which included
great quantities of documents, objects, and Buddhist scrip-
tures.

Indeed, the introduction of esoteric Buddhist lineages,
which emphasized the importance of initiation into—access
to—secret rituals and the related possession of ritual knowl-
edge, was undoubtedly also related to this trend in the court.
The esoteric Buddhist lineages, while partially influenced by
carlier examples of temples’ amassing of large collections of
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Buddhist scriptures, especially attempted to increase their
collections of not merely Buddhist scriptures but also ritual
treatises as well as oral transmissions (kuden) concerning ritu-
al practice.

Shingon traditions drew upon the charisma associated
uniquely with Kakai’s image to emphasize their esoteric lin-
eages. Monks of Shingon lineage produced over time many
biographies of Kukai (Kizkaiden), though it is apparent that
they wrote little along the lines of the treatises that Kakai had
himself produced; indeed, only one major treatise was writ-
ten about Kikai’s works in the first two centuries after his
death. From the late eleventh century on, when the larger
aristocracy made increasing efforts to recover the high level
of Chinese studies of the early Heian period, Shingon monks
began to produce new editions of Kiikai’s works and treatises
on them, while the court scholar Fujiwara no Atsumitsu
(1063—1144) wrote treatises about Kiikai’s esoteric Buddhist
writings.

Shingon lineages also increasingly began to splinter into
lines of ritual and textual interpretation, particularly demon-
strated in varied oral transmissions that usually claimed spe-
cial access to knowledge of the “original teaching” (honsetsu)
of Kukai—interpreted as orthodox Shingon instruction. Par-
tially in an effort to explain the oral transmissions concerning
esoteric ritual practice, Shingon monks began to compile co-
pious iconographic commentaries and other works, eventual-
ly producing extremely large manuscript treasuries.

The advent of Pure Land Buddhist discourses and
practices. From early on, Tendai featured monks interested
not only in esoteric Buddhist practice but also in the practice
of the nenbutsu, that is, of chanting the name of the Buddha
Amida (Sanskrit, Amitabha) in hopes of birth in his Pure
Land at the time of death—or to help enable unsettled spirits
find peace. Although there were cleatly esoteric Buddhist ele-
ments in the Hiei monk Genshin’s (942-1017) Ojo yoshi
(Essentials for Birth in the Pure Land, written in 985 CE), the
work featured as its main theme the reasons for and means
by which one can be born in the Pure Land of the Buddha
Amida, and had a great influence on the aristocracy.

Meanwhile, semi-independent clerics increasingly in-
habited areas adjacent to and sometimes distant from the
major Buddhist monasteries, and they were referred to most
commonly as ascetics or “holy ones” (h7jiri). Perhaps influ-
enced in part by the precedent of Gyoki, such figures typical-
ly had much more interaction with those in the general pop-
ulace than other monks. They were commonly associated
with one or the other of the major temple complexes, so they
seem most often to have not been completely independent.

Since even the early ninth century veneration of promi-
nent bodhisattvas such as Kannon, Miroku (Skt. Maitreya),
and Jizo, and sometimes of resident holy men or mountain
ascetics (shugenja) was increasingly common not only among
aristocrats and the populace in the area in or near the capital
but also in outlying regions. For many in the aristocracy and
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in the larger populace, Buddhist practice had little to do with
scholastic study or participation in a school of Buddhism but
rather with the perceived powers of divinities in specific tem-
ples—such as at Kumano, where multiple divinities, identi-
fied as local manifestations of buddha figures like the Pure
Land Buddha and Kannon, were prominent objects of pil-
grimage and veneration throughout premodern times.

Tendai lineages and shifts in Heian Buddhism. The
major Tendai temples at Mount Hiei and Onjoji (Miidera)
profited from the combination of their locale in the moun-
tains and comparative geographical nearness to the capital
and, in that context, especially close relationship with leading
aristocrats such as those in the northern Fujiwaras, the family
that dominated court politics from the mid-ninth to mid-
eleventh centuries.

Ryogen (912-985) was in many ways a paradigmatic
and particularly early example of a monk at Hiei who negoti-
ated the difficult path to clerical success through parlaying
personal skills and alliances with powerful figures of his era.
Following his impressive performance at a debate on the oc-
casion of the Yuima-e Assembly at K6fukuji in Nara, Ryogen
became known to members of the court and, eventually, Fu-
jiwara no Tadahira (880-949) and Fujiwara no Morosuke
(908-960), the most powerful aristocrats of the day, became
his patrons in exchange for a variety of ritual services. Two
of the sons of Morosuke were ordained under Rydgen. One,
Jinzen (943-990), eventually became head of the complex
at Hiei, where he not only engaged in regular rituals on be-
half of his family but also received large private donations of
estates directed to monastic halls he controlled; in this way,
Jinzen amassed many estates and effectively directed their
earnings to halls where members of his family would, ideally,
continue to reside as monks in perpetuity.

By the late Heian era, in a manner similar to Shingon,
Tendai lineages increasingly splintered along lines of distinct
ritual and textual transmission. It was, in particular, monks
of Tendai lineages who in this connection introduced more
and more discourses related to “original enlightenment”
(hongakn), which were originally rooted in Chinese com-
mentarial works that concerned the dichotomy between
gradual or ascending approaches to the Buddhist path and
those based on initial acknowledgement of the practitioner’s
inherently awakened status as “buddha.”

Buddhist knowledge, proselytization, and the rise of
“new Kamakura Buddhisms.” Consideration of this explo-
sion of literatures in the so-called established kenmitsu (exo-
teric-esoteric) lineages, apparent in Tendai discussions on
hongaku and in Shingon efforts to uncover the “original
teaching” (honsetsu) of the twelfth century and thereafter, in-
dicates that what scholars have referred to as the “new Kama-
kura schools” of Japanese Buddhism did not, in any sense,
exclusively demonstrate intellectual and religious vibrancy
during the Kamakura and later eras.

For example, in connection with the explosion of litera-
tures in the kenmitsu lineages, it is clear that they established

preaching traditions even before the advent of the new Ka-
makura schools. One occasion for such practice was that of
esoteric ritual (shuhd), in which a ritual pronouncement
(hyobyaku) would be made, and the texts of such pronounce-
ments came to be commonly assembled in collections by the
mid-twelfth century; soon after, liturgical prayers (kashiki)
also became increasingly common, as they were read on the
occasion of Buddhist assemblies. Another series of promi-
nent examples of such traditions included the Agui preaching
lines, which began with one of the sons of the illustrious
scholar and politician Fujiwara no Michinori (Shinzei; d.
1159), the Tendai monk Choken (c. 1126-1203).

Moreover, lay aristocrats were also intimately involved
in the “popularization” and intellectual activities of Bud-
dhism in the late Heian period. Such activity was often con-
nected with aristocratic or royal cloisters (monzeki) following
the same general pattern as represented by the halls Jinzen
established at Hiei. Lay involvement was registered not mere-
ly in the writing by figures like Oe no Masafusa (1041-1111)
of ritual pronouncements and Fujiwara no Atsumitsu’s com-
mentaries on Kiikai’s esoteric treatises, but also in figures
such as the aristocrat Fujiwara no Yorinaga (1120-1156),
who studied Buddhist logic under the tutelage of masters at
the Nara temples T6daiji and, especially, Kofukuji. More-
over, Oe no Masafusa and other aristocrats continued the
practice of compiling hagiographical accounts (dgjoden) of
those thought to have been born in the Pure Land at the
times of their deaths.

Meanwhile, warriors who proclaimed themselves Fuji-
waras and governed at the autonomous area of Hiraizumi to
the northeast in the twelfth century followed patterns estab-
lished by the northern Fujiwaras and retired emperors, estab-
lishing complexes of temples where they were entombed and
the objects of Pure Land mortuary practice; thus, even lay
believers who were apparently of cultural backgrounds dis-
tinct from the population of the capital area appropriated
Buddhist practices to embolden their authority and improve
their destinies in the afterlife.

The prince-monk Shukaku (1150-1202) drew upon his
privileged access to multiple lineages of Buddhist and court
ritual, clerical and general scholarship, and poetry to inaugu-
rate the construction of a vast manuscript collection at the
main Omuro cloister of the Shingon temple Ninnaji. In-
deed, cultural salons or enclaves such as that at Shukaku’s
cloister, or those of certain other mountain temples in the
area near the capital, brought together monks and aristocrats
(sometimes disillusioned with capital politics) to engage in
conversations (kddan, zotan), and thus helped give rise over
time to a variety of aesthetic lineages. For example, Shingon
and Tendai cloisters had a great impact on the development
of literary treatises and poetry houses. Meanwhile, the pow-
erful Tendai cleric Jien (1155-1225), in this connection, was
not only a famous poet and rhetorician but also the author
of the first treatise on Japanese history, Gukan she.
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The Nara Buddhist community, in fact, was also in-
creasingly active. Although individual figures of Hosso lin-
eage were prominent, such as the important scholar- and
preacher-monk Jokei (1155-1213), a grandson of Fujiwara
no Michinori (Shinzei) who was well known in his day for
his ritual pronouncements and liturgical prayers, practice of
recitation of the historical Buddha’s name (shaka nenbutsu),
criticisms of Honen’s (1133-1212) new Pure Land lineage,
as well as faith in the bodhisattvas Miroku and Kannon, the
lineages associated with Todaiji were most active, especially
Kegon and Shingon. (Precept lineages also developed, which
will be discussed in the next section.) Among the figures es-
pecially active were Chogen (1121-1206), Myde (1170-
1232), Sosho (1202-1278), and his disciple Gyonen (1240-
1321). Chogen, a semi-independent holy man (hijiri) of
Shingon lineage, was appointed the fundraiser for the re-
building of Taodaiji following its burning in the 1180s and
supported Pure Land Buddhist practice through establishing
a series of subsidiary temples—in that connection, acquiring
buddha relics and promoting their veneration. Myoe at-
tempted to restore Shingon and Kegon lineages to what he
saw as their appropriate prominence—and like Jokei openly
opposed Honen’s lineage; however, he is also known for his
preoccupation with revelatory dreams, his establishment of
the temple Kozanji in Kyo6to, related amassing of a large
manuscript collection, authorship of a treatise on the esoteric
komyd shingon death rite, and establishment of a convent for
female survivors of the H6j6 family following the Jokyt war.

Sosho was especially eminent in Kegon studies, al-
though he also had a broad background in the study of Bud-
dhist logic, Yogacara (J. Yuishiki), and abhidharma (J.
Kusha). He was thus associated with the developing eclectic
study tradition at Todaiji and left a massive corpus of com-
mentaries and other works. Moreover, Soshé, apparently in
connection with the precedent of the recent Jokei, became
devoted to the bodhisattva Miroku, a topic about which he
also wrote. His disciple Gyonen became just as influential in
the scholastic tradition at Todaiji, writing the famous work

Combined Study of the Eight Lineages (Hasshii kdyo).

Thus, the monastic lineages of Tendai, Shingon, and
the major Nara temples featured within their complexes and
in their relationships with the court, aristocracy, and the larg-
er population aspects often associated with the “new” Kama-
kura lineages. Temples of Nara as well as the Tendai complex
at Hiei, moreover, sponsored buddha-relic assemblies open
to women from the tenth century; in the latter case, such ac-
tivity was undertaken especially with monks’ mothers in
mind, yet it also featured large processions in the capital that
were attended by great numbers of the local populace. Fe-
male members of imperial house, especially retired empresses
of the northern Fujiwaras, would be especially involved in
relic veneration during the era of retired sovereigns. At the
same time, fully ordained nuns became increasingly rare dur-
ing the Heian period, and the major mountain complexes of
the Tendai and Shingon lineages prohibited the presence of
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women; and while female aristocrats would often take vary-
ing levels of tonsure as household nuns, particularly in their
old age, such activities were most often taken after the death
of a spouse or even in desperation and thus did not suggest
that the conditions of female Buddhist practice in any sense
matched that achieved in the Nara era.

Kamakura Buddhisms. Given that those involved with
“new” movements of the Kamakura period possessed a vari-
ety of relationships with their respective groups, it is useful
to use the general category of “lineage” rather than “school”
to analyze their activities.

The first Pure Land Buddhist lineage was that of Honen
(1133-1212), who was trained at Mount Hiei but came to
teach that only the chanting of the name of the Buddha
Amida was appropriate to the Final Age of the Buddhist
dharma (mappo), an ancient discourse introduced many cen-
turies earlier that taught that the world would enter a darker
era with increasing temporal distance from the life of the his-
torical Buddha. The appeal of the Pure Land Buddha Amida
was already especially associated with his ability to transform
believers to his realm despite the problems of the Final Age,
and such discourse was increasingly common not only in
Tendai but also Shingon lineages. However, with the virtual
absence of social mobility during Fujiwara preeminence as
well as the increasing decentralization of power since the as-
cendance of the retired emperors—including the multiple
power blocs all the more evident with the rise of the Kama-
kura shogunate—many in the aristocracy and greater popu-
lace realized the remarkably unstable character of their era
and associated it all the more with the dire straits of mappa.
Hoénen and his promotion of the exclusive practice (sezju)
of the nenbutsu chant thus gained a ready audience, especially
among the aristocracy. Given that Honen called for such ex-
clusive practice, high-ranking Tendai clerics of Hiei and of
other kenmitsu temples were incensed, so he not only origi-
nally had to leave Hiei but would eventually be exiled and
repeatedly denounced. His numerous disciples developed
multiple lineages of belief and practice, including that of
Shinran (1173-1262) whose would become, like Honen’s,
one of the main schools delineated by the government
among the major Buddhist institutions of the Tokugawa pe-
riod. Another prominent yet unrelated Pure Land lineage de-
veloping from the late thirteenth century on was that of the
Jisha, based on the beliefs and practices of the itinerant
monk Ippen (1239-1289).

Among other novel lineages that began to emerge in the
early Kamakura period were those focused on sitting medita-
tion (Zen; Chinese, Chan), which particularly drew upon be-
liefs and practices of contemporary Buddhism in Song
Dynasty China. The monk Eisai (alternatively, Yosai; 1141—
1215) was also initially trained at Mount Hiei and went to
China, where he studied Tendai and Zen, the latter of which
flourished in the Song. Eisai returned from China and estab-
lished Zen temples from the 1190s on, and he freely drew
upon Tendai and esoteric Buddhist teachings and practices
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in his exploration of Rinzai Zen practice; though opposed
by many in Nara and at Hiei, Eisai was supported by the Ka-
makura shogunate. Not long after, a Hiei monk named
Dagen (1200-1253) also traveled to China and studied the
strict Zen of a contemporary master of the Cao-dong (J.
S6t0) lineage. Dogen stressed the importance of “just sitting”
(shikan taza) meditation as itself an end—attempting there-
by to especially undercut any division between discourses of
gradual and sudden attainment of enlightenment. It was,
however, only with the developing Five Mountains (gozan)
temple system of the Rinzai lineage, patronized by the Kama-
kura and then, especially, by the Ashikaga shogunates, that
meditation lineages became increasingly prominent; from
the late medieval era on, Zen temples would also become ex-
tremely prominent among the more general populace and
were especially known for their performance of funerals, in-
cluding the bestowal of posthumous ordinations (kaimyo).
In the case of each of these kinds of temples, contrary to the
images that would develop after Rinzai and Soto were as-
signed the designation of distinct schools in the Tokugawa
period, it was common for temples to include monks affiliat-
ed with both lineages.

The Zen lineages spawned a number of convents. In
fact, a system of Five Mountains Rinzai convents developed
in Ky6to and Kamakura that complemented the more fa-
mous monastic system of the same name. A prominent nun-
nery was Tokeiji in Kamakura. The wife of the late military
ruler Ho6jo Tokimune, who took the name of Kakusan
(1252—1305) after her ordination, had studied with her hus-
band under the Chinese Zen master Wu-xue (1226—-1286),
established Tokeiji with her son in 1282; the convent, as a
unique site outside of state restrictions, became prominent
as a “divorce” nunnery for women who sought sanctuary
from the seventeenth century on. In S6t6 Zen lineages, there
were only a few convents, although fairly large groups of
nuns were often trained in hermitages outside the gates of
monasteries. At the same time, women were the object of the
majority of recorded Sotd Zen funerals in the late medieval
era, which may be related to their status as lay patrons and,
perhaps, to increasing associations of women with impurity
in late medieval society, given the introduction of the Chi-
nese “Blood-bowl” Sitra (ketsubonkyo): the work depicted
women’s assignment to birth in a blood hell due to men-
strual blood and the necessity of performing rites for their
salvation.

Another series of new lineages that developed were those
of Nichiren or Lotus Buddhism, which were based on the
teachings and practices associated with the monk Nichiren
(1222-1282), who seems to have believed that he would re-
form Tendai lineages through returning them to exclusive
practice of devotion to the Lotus Sitra. Nichiren promoted
the chanting of the title of the scripture and called for the
establishment of a Buddhocracy, whereupon the world
would be realized as a Buddha Realm. Nichiren’s lineages
were also distinct insofar as Nichiren was himself from the

eastern region (Kanro) of the main island rather than the
western area, which was where most of the other new lineages
initially developed. A series of lineages would develop based
on the teachings of his leading disciples; two of these lin-
cages, Nichirenshii and Nichiren Shéshi, would become
particularly prominent in later eras.

Opver the course of the Kamakura period, Precept lin-
eages also developed within kenmitsu Buddhism. Although
the SennyGji monk Shunjo (1166-1227), the Kofukuji
monk Kakujo (1194-1249), and Todaiji’s Ensho (1221-
1277) were prominent figures, it was Eison (1201-1290)
who had the greatest impact on the development of such lin-
eages.

Eison, trained originally at the Shingon temple Daigoji
in Kyoto and at Mount Koya, inaugurated a Precept lineage
(Rissh; later called Shingon Rissha) after developing a con-
viction concerning the importance of proper observance of
the precepts and studying at the Nara Precepts temple Sai-
daiji in the 1230s. Eison also received instruction, at the
time, in the “self-administered precepts” (jisez jukai) from the
monk Kakujo at nearby Koéfukuji, in which one could ad-
minister one’s own clerical precepts rite—in cases where
qualified precepts masters were absent—through taking a
vow directly in front of an image of the Buddha. Eison estab-
lished the Precept lineage at Saidaiji, where he engaged in
large-scale ordinations for both lay and monastic believers;
in this connection, he was especially devoted to the historical
buddha Sikyamuni. Eison also helped revive the convent of
Hokkeji in Nara when he administered the Precepts to nuns
there in 1245, leading to the nunnery’s flourishing and re-
classification as a subtemple of Saidaiji. Later, Eison, espe-
cially together with his active disciple Ninsho (1217-1303),
came to engage in a variety of charitable activities for groups
of so-called non-persons, or hinin, disadvantaged lepers and
others at the margins of society (sometimes represented as
having sacred powers to dissolve defilement).

In addition, kenmitsu Buddhist lineages spawned the be-
ginnings of literatures and rituals of “Shint6” (originally pro-
nounced Jindd) by giving rise in the late Kamakura period
to new lineages that concerned themselves with understand-
ing and appropriating the true character and power of the
kami, which were understood in specifically Buddhist terms.
It was, particularly, in Shingon Jingi (kami-worship) lineages
and Tendai Jingi lineages that esoteric ami initiation devel-
oped. In particular, these lineages conducted so-called shinzo
kanjo consecrations patterned on initiatory denbo kanjo con-
secration rites. Just as the ruler began to undergo Buddhist
consecration at the time of his accession (sokui kanjo) from
the late thirteenth century on—and clearly related to its de-
velopment—the Buddhist Jingi lineages developed such con-
secrations to enable initiates such as mountain ascetics (shu-
genja) and monks at shrines to ritually and symbolically
acquire rulership in imitation of the zennd. In terms of cere-
monial space, such activities ritually activated the trace es-
sence (honji-suijaku) associations between kami and Buddha.
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There were also discourses that cut across a large num-
ber of the new lineages that developed. As noted above, son-
gaku discourses in Tendai lineages and similar discourses in
Shingon lineages (honsetsu, etc.) constituted important as-
pects of the explosion of Buddhist literatures of the era, espe-
cially from the twelfth century on. For example, discourses
associated with the new lineages, such as attainment of en-
lightenment in an instant, focus on a single factor as the key
to salvation, the universally encompassing character of en-
lightenment, and the fluidity of the relationship between
moral causality and salvation all found expression in hongaku
discussions.

BUDDHISM IN THE MUROMACHI AND TOKUGAWA PERI-
oDS. Buddhist lineages and their temples underwent a series
of fundamental changes over the course of the Muromachi
(1336-1573) and Tokugawa (1600-1867) periods. At the
same time, larger trends occurred in Buddhist belief and
practice that, when considered with larger societal develop-
ments, provide insight into the extent and character of the
“popularization” and, eventually, “nationalization” of Bud-
dhism. Insofar as the Muromachi era witnessed the most un-
stable series of wars and related events in Japanese history,
resulting in decentralized rule on an unprecedented level, it
is not surprising that Buddhist lineages and their temples ex-
perienced varying combinations of growth and instability.
Early on, divided imperial lines struggled muctually for politi-
cal legitimacy. In this and related contexts, theories elaborat-
ing the meaning of kamiwithin Buddhist cosmology reached
new levels of complexity. The discourse of “origin trace”
(honji suijaku), which had arisen in kenmitsu Buddhist circles
from the Heian period on and positioned buddhas/
bodpisattvas as essences with kami manifestations, became a
linchpin not only for Buddhist Shint6 initiations but also for
all manner of “Shintd” theories within the kenmitsu temple
complexes.

Changes in the Kenmitsu lineages. Meanwhile, insti-
tutionally, kenmitsu Buddhist lineages continued to thrive
and prosper in a number of regions, while a number of the
newer lineages continued to spread their practices, accompa-
nied by their messages. The impetus to create larger and larg-
er manuscript treasuries, increasingly accompanied by inter-
est in continental Asian materials, particularly evident from
the twelfth century on, continued throughout the Kamakura
period and into the Muromachi period. Printing technology
was appropriated to produce canons at Shingon’s Mount
Koya, and temples in areas such as Kamakura and Nara
printed Buddhist scriptures, Zen literature, and other works
from the continent. At the same time, the production and
hand copying (shosha) of vast quantities of works continued
especially in the Shingon, Tendai, multiple Nara, and most
of the newer Buddhist lineages; although substantially pro-
duced even from the twelfth century on, legends of the ori-
gins of temples (engimono), temple documentary or ritual re-
(monjo,  kikigaki, kirigami, etc.), a variety of
commentaries (zuzd sho, sha, shomono), compilations (shi,

cords

ruiju), and biographies (den) increased dramatically in the
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thirteenth and fourteenth centuries. Several of the major
monasteries of the kenmitsu lineages, especially Enryakuji
(Mount Hiei: Tendai), Onjoji (Tendai), Kofukuji (Nara:
Hosso), Todaiji (Nara: Kegon, Shingon), and Kongobuji
(Mount Koya: Shingon), took advantage of the extremely de-
centralized conditions to not merely improve their economic
conditions through attempting to acquire all manner of new
lands and often engage in overseas trade, but to commonly
establish fighting forces to serve on behalf of their interests.
In connection with offerings of land, branch temples and
shrines were often constructed, in which the resident Bud-
dhist divinities or kami were commonly seen by those in the
area as arbiters of natural forces and in need of propitiation
or veneration. They routinely also established new temples,
including sometimes relatively large manuscript collec-
tions, to spread ritual knowledge and, sometimes, monastic
learning.

Zen and the culture of learning. At the same time, Zen
lineages increasingly took unique positions among the newer
lineages with their success at winning the patronage of the
Ashikaga (Muromachi) shogunate, which came particularly
to promote Rinzai Zen lineages and the Five Mountains sys-
tem from the late fourteenth century on. The Zen traditions,
similar to the relationship between the kenmitsu lineages and
the larger aristocracy, began in their patronage by the sho-
gunate to influence the production of new cultural practices
and, eventually, aesthetic lineages. The leaders of the sho-
gunate were especially interested in cultivating the cultural
traits of the aristocracies of Japan as well as China, and cer-
tain arts associated with Zen presumably carried such traits
(and, in part, Buddhist meaning as well). The development
of Japanese landscape arts—especially landscape paintings
and rock gardens—from the late fourteenth century on was
especially indebted to those in the cultural enclaves of the
Five Mountains Zen temples and convents. This culture of
learning, commonly represented in the form of paintings of
and literary references to the Zen monk’s study (shosai), in-
cluded Buddhist contemplation, analysis, and discussion of
continental Asian scholarship. Moreover, the shogunate
academy Ashikaga Gakko, which developed by the 1420s,
was directly indebted to those in the Five Mountains institu-
tions. In addition, beginning in the fourteenth century, the
shogunate supported the inception of tea parties reminiscent
of similar events in China. The monk Murata Shuké (1423—
1502), who studied under the unconventional Zen cleric
Ikkyt at Daitokuji, developed the first form of the later tea
ceremony, which would eventually blend the influence of
such aristocratic practice with those of the general populace.

Developments in other newer lineages. Mecanwhile,
recluses associated with Jisha and Precept lineages were heav-
ily involved in Linked Poetry (renga) gatherings, which were
similar to the cultural enclaves yet were marked by bringing
together persons of different status on common ground.
These figures were thus connected also with the “non-
humans” (hinin)—itinerant priests, entertainers, traders, and
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lepers often living in liminal riverbank areas (kawara), where
cadavers were commonly left. The origins of such gatherings
may have also been related to Eison’s and Ninshd’s activities
of the self-administered precepts, which also brought togeth-
er persons of differing classes in activity marked by equality,
and constituted leagues (ikk7) that would transform into
groups challenging authorities from the fifteenth century on.
Other of the newer lineages of Buddhism variously made in-
roads into rural areas. Although lineages such as Shinran’s
and Nichiren’s had moved to some degree into the rural areas
of the eastern area (Kantd) of the main island as early as the
late Kamakura era and the Jisha and Precept lineages were
comparatively mobile, most of the newer lineages had little
success in rural areas before well into the Muromachi period.
It was particularly with the increasing decentralization of
power and social mobility from the mid-fifteenth century on
that the newer lineages became especially successful in at-
tracting larger numbers of adherents, and such conversions
were often made in connection with leagues (7£kz) that these
lineages offered—that is, related to efforts to challenge the
authority of local lords, their retainers, and governors. Shin-
ran’s True Pure Land lineage (Jodo shinsha, or 1kké sha) be-
came especially prominent from the fifteenth century, when
the eighth patriarch Rennyo (1415-1499) led it. Shinran’s
teaching especially appealed to the general populace through
its emphasis on the Final Age of the Buddhist dharma and,
in that context, the notion that all, whether monk or lay, are
equally incapable of contributing in any way to their own sal-
vation; Shinran had indeed himself said he was “neither
monk nor layman” and went so far as to take a wife (based
on an instruction in vision from the bodhisattva Kannon)—
the precedent for True Pure Land priests’ marriage from that
time forward. Arguing that only one recitation of the nenbus-
su with faith was sufficient for birth in Amida’s Pure Land,
Shinran and his successors gradually developed a willing au-
dience among the population, especially over the course of
the Muromachi period, when traditionally accepted class dis-
tinctions were increasingly seen by some as fundamentally ar-
bitrary in character. Rennyo, after his persecution by Hiei
and move to the Hokuriku region of northern Japan, trans-
formed the lineage by appealing especially to all classes of
rural villagers (especially peasants and low-level samurai) and
emphasizing the universal and simple character of Amidist
beliefs and practices; in doing so, and given the gradual rise
in literacy, Rennyo attempted to expand the number of peo-
ple who could read monks’ sermons in the lineage by encour-
aging use of the syllabary rather Chinese characters in their
recording. He also promoted the use of parishes or confrater-
nities (k0), where villagers met in the local place of practice
(ddjo), located in a temple or in the home of a supporting
layman, who was usually a low-level samurai. The ikkd ikki
leagues that rebelled against local governors beginning in the
1570s, featuring the low-level samurai and large numbers of
peasants—the latter of which did not want to pay rents to
local lords—were often at variance with Rennyo’s wishes,
but following successes in Hokuriku in 1488 Rennyo went

on to take advantage of the new wealth, land, and military
strength to establish the Honganji temple in the capital of
Kyoto in 1496. The Nichiren lineage (Hokke sha) also be-
came similarly powerful through the development of leagues,
although in this case it converted its followers increasingly
in urban areas, especially in Kyoto during the 1530s.

The arrival of Europeans and the nationalization of
Buddhist “schools.” Following the mid-sixteenth-century
appearance of the Europeans and their religion, the leading
samurai destroyed the military powers of the Buddhists with-
in decades. The newly formed ruling Tokugawa shogunate
(1600-1867) then decided to incorporate Buddhists into its
administrative structure. It first ordered each major “school”
of Japanese Buddhism to have a main temple for the training
of clerics and a strictly hierarchical system of main and
branch temples, as well as possess rules for monks’ status, dis-
cipline, and clothing within the organization. By order of the
shogunate, a national system of main-branch temples (hon-
matsu seido) was developed, which forced all temples to affili-
ate with one or other of the nationally designated schools.
The shogunate eventually required that all Japanese house-
holds (7e) register with and become parishioners of their local
temple, a system that became universal by roughly the 1660s.
The development of this national system of congregations or
parishes (danka seido) meant that Buddhist institutions,
which had directly or indirectly affected much of Japanese
cultural and social life for a millennium, became even more
pervasive. Each household, through its membership, could
not easily change its affiliation from one temple or school of
Buddhism to another, while it at the same time was required
to support the temple, particularly through donating to cler-
ics on the occasions of family funerals or related memorial
rites. In this way, the members of most households came in-
creasingly to associate Buddhist temples with death or mor-
tuary rites. At the same time, it is clear that Buddhism there-
by became an integral part of ritual life for virtually all
Japanese. The traditional kenmitsu and the newer lineages
tended to profit financially from the national system set in
place by the shogunate. True Pure Land lineages, given the
wealth of the Honganji, continued despite early subjugation
efforts by the first shogun of the era, Tokugawa Ieyasu
(1542-1616), to enjoy special privileges vis-a-vis the military
government, such as the continuing right to marry. Most of
the major temples increasingly offered a whole variety of ritu-
al services on behalf of the local populations. Those with fa-
mous buddha, bodhisattva, or other images increasingly of-
fered regular displays (kaicho) of their sacred icons. Buddhist
monks typically asked, as had commonly been the case
throughout history, for donations when they conducted oc-
casional rituals, though in this case they also enjoyed the in-
creasing benefit of the new series of required funerary and
memorial rites. Meanwhile, temples of Shingon and other
lineages undertook to reorganize and expand their manu-
script collections not so much in connection with record-
keeping requirements as an effort to revive their intellectual

life, which had particularly suffered with the breakdown of
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shogunal authority from the late fifteenth century on. Al-
though the shogunate tried to retain control over religious
practice, transinstitutional practices such as pilgrimage be-
came more vibrant than ever. Meanwhile, various groups of
so-called Kumano nuns traveled the isles and preached,
sometimes promoting a physical pilgrimage but more often
using “Kumano Ten-Realms Mandala” (kumano jikkai man-
dara) paintings to endorse a spiritual pilgrimage to salva-
tion—avoiding the torments of the blood hell, which they
taught awaited most women at death. Moreover, the fact that
print had become a virtually universal medium in the bur-
geoning merchant economy meant that a whole variety of
easily accessible publications appeared in connection with
practices like pilgrimage. Guidebooks to pilgrimage sites, lit-
erary descendants in part of the earlier temple legend collec-
tions, flourished as such sites grew more popular than ever
before, despite the shogunate’s efforts to limit physical
movement.

BUDDHISM IN THE MEIJI PERIOD (1868-1912) AND MOD-
ERN JAPAN. Given the increasing intellectual current of “na-
tivism” (kokugaku), which was not only connected with
movement toward the development of a nation-state and
modernization but also increasingly with a call for the return
to full sovereignty of the zennd and the rejection of foreign
influences, it is not surprising that Buddhist institutions,
long gateways to continental learning and civilization, came
to be subjected to all manner of criticisms.

Following patterns established on a small scale from the
mid-seventeenth century on by lords of certain local do-
mains, the new government immediately decided to separate
kami-worshipping shrines from Buddhist temples by force,
taking a policy of “Separation of Kami and Buddhas” (shin-
butsu bunri) and producing what would come to be called
“State Shintd” (kokka shint). The sharply anti-Buddhist pol-
icies and tone of government statements created an atmo-
sphere rife for exploitation, whereupon a virtual cultural rev-
olution occurred in which Buddhist images and temples were
purged throughout the Japanese isles. This purge, which
came to known as “Expelling Buddhism and Destroying
Sﬁkyamuni” (haibutsu kishaku), began as soon as the new
government policy was announced: a kami-worshipping
priest led an armed group that stormed the Hie Shrine, part
of the larger Enryakuji temple complex at Mount Hiei, and
burned several hundred Buddhist images and scriptures.
From this point on, violence against Buddhist institutions
became rampant.

By 1871, the worst remnants of the purge were over,
and Buddhist clerics, sometimes together with and some-
times in opposition to the government, began to make efforts
to reconceive of and newly represent the relevance of Bud-
dhist belief and practice to Japanese society. In response to
the most prominent ideological attacks on institutional Bud-
dhists—that monks and temples did not contribute to the
nation, that their faith was foreign and counter to that of the
nation, and that they held to ahistorical and mythic beliefs—
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they responded by engaging, increasingly along transsectari-
an (ecumenical) lines, in working on behalf of the population
by constructing hospitals, aiding the poor, helping those in
prison, feeding the ill of other lands, and also using their or-
ganizations to aid the Japanese military overseas.

For institutional Buddhists, the national and interna-
tional unity of their faith was mediated by a transnational
Asian Buddhism. Speaking of the “Three Realms” (India,
China, Japan), a Japanese term originally used prior to na-
tion-states (which also appropriated the same Japanese word,
kokulkuni), they drew upon premodern discourses of the
Todaiji monk Gyénen and others who had attempted to le-
gitimate Buddhist belief and practice in the Japanese isles
through appealing to the presumed unified transmission of
a singular and authentic Buddhist tradition. In the same pe-
riod, Daisetsu Teitaro (“D.T.”) Suzuki’s (1870-1966) trans-
lation of The Awakening of Faith attempted to establish a
“common ground” for all “true Buddhists” beyond attach-
ment to “sectarian tenets,” in this case an essential Mahayana
doctrine represented as in no way inferior to the presumably
more scientific early Buddhism. While Suzuki’s work would
later find a larger readership in Europe and the United States
and come to stress discourses on buddha-nature in the con-
text of Zen belief, The Awakening of Faith would be studied
by modern Japanese scholars because of its influence on Ten-
dai and other discourses concerning “original enlighten-
ment” (hongakn) and interpreted by some as having reached
its flowering in Japanese Buddhism. Such interpretations,
combined with the emphasis on the Three Nations, are
thought to have also contributed conceptually to pan-
Asianism, which in the form of the Japanese policy of the
“Greater East Asian Co-Prosperity Sphere” rhetorically
helped to legitimize military aggression on the continent
during the Pacific war. Recently, however, some other Japa-
nese scholars would argue that Japanese Buddhism, especial-
ly in its emphasis on “original enlightenment,” was especially
prone to antinomianism.

Another aspect of institutional Buddhism of the late
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries that should be
noted was the universalizing of clerical marriage. While
monks sometimes possessed wives and children but did not
speak openly of their presence (this was frequent enough that
children had rights to a deceased monk’s property in the
Heian period), it was only with Shinran and the True Pure
Land lineages he founded that Buddhist clerics began to
openly marry. However, Buddhist clerics as a whole now lost
whatever privileges or exceptional aspects that had marked
them; as a key part of this process, the government disman-
tled in 1872 all laws differentiating clergy from others in the
populace—including official proscriptions against clerical
marriage and meat eating (nikujiki saitai)—so most monks
married. At the same time, almost all nuns, who unlike their
male counterparts were not bequeathed family temples by
their fathers and did not feel pressure to themselves be-
queath—instead “left home” to enter the clergy—are unmar-
ried to this day.
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While monastic Buddhists were generally supportive of
the war effort—and on peaceful terms with the militarists—
the government was particularly distrustful of those in “new
religions,” including Buddhist ones like Soka Kyo6iku Gakkai
(later called Soka Gakkai), Reiyiikai, Rissho Koseikai, Shin-
nyoen, Gedatsukai, and Honmon Butsuryishii. Members of
many of the new religions were observed on a regular basis
and often imprisoned. With the destruction of the major
metropolitan centers and the freeing of the leaders of the new
religions, the latter enjoyed tremendous successes during the
carly postwar era. All of the new religions, including those
Buddhist in character, offered this-worldly benefits of vari-
ous sorts (often healing) as well as related resolutions to spiri-
tual/emotional problems.

Soka Gakkai, a lay organization that began within the
Nichiren Shéshi sect, grew from an organization of a few
thousand at the beginning of the 1950s to a membership of
more than 7 million by the early 1970s. This and other of
the new religions were particularly successful in urban areas,
where residents were often geographically separated from
their larger families; one member of an urban family, often
the wife or mother in the household, would commonly enter
the movement, attend regular meetings, and eventually bring
in other members. Soka Gakkai featured regular group meet-
ings for Buddhist practice featuring recitation of the title of
the Lotus Sitra, belief in the essential importance of active
proselytization, and, in that connection, political action to
promote world peace and salvation. Other Buddhist new re-
ligions tended to emphasize ancestor veneration as a major
component, including Reiytikai, out of which other new reli-
gions, such as Rissho Koseikai, have developed.

From the 1970s on so-called “new-new religions” (shin-
shin shiikyo) have developed, which generally share character-
istics different from those of the new religions, and of which
those of Buddhist character have also been active. While the
growth of most of the earlier new religions slowed, these
groups attempted to offer new responses to the changing
conditions in contemporary Japan. For the most part, groups
like Agonsht and Aum Shinrikyd, like their non-Buddhist
counterparts, tended to appeal to youth through not merely
this-worldly benefits but also a more critical stance vis-a-vis
the current social and political situation.

Recently, institutional Buddhists have faced charges of
social-class and gender discrimination. With regard to social
discrimination, research during the last decades of the twen-
tieth century clarified that some major sects of Japanese Bud-
dhism, such as Zen, were involved historically in the use of
“discriminatory precept names” (sabetsu kaimyo)—the appli-
cation of discriminatory religious titles to those deceased of
the outcast class (burakumin). Finally, the creation and in-
creased use of mizuko kiuya rites, veneration of the bodhisattva
Jizd (mizuko jizo) practiced on behalf of the spirits of aborted
fetuses, from the 1970s on in some Buddhist temples had an
integral relationship with advertising campaigns and broader
temple efforts to increase profits; the motives of the temples

have been particularly called into question, and some have
argued that such practices target young women by producing
fear of the curses (zatari) of unsettled fetus spirits—thus con-
stituting an unfair and discriminatory practice.

Institutional Buddhists have also been challenged by re-
cent changes in death practices. The image of greedy monks
has led some Japanese to prefer to forgo such funerals, choos-
ing options such as common graves and the free scattering

of the dead’s ashes.

However, alongside the growth of new practices transin-
stitutional rites of more traditional vintage like the Obon day
of the dead as well as pilgrimage have been retained if not
reinvigorated. Moreover, the New Year’s pilgrimage, while
associated with Shinto shrines, is often made instead to Bud-
dhist temples, where Buddhas and bodbisattvas are likewise
approached with prayers. In addition, Buddhist pilgrimage
circuits vibrant since the Tokugawa period, such as the
eighty-eight-temple route undertaken to match the piety of
the great Shingon master Kikai, have become as prominent
as ever.

Finally, we should note that the influence of Buddhist
discourses on society has accompanied the vast increase in
media. The development of the internet as well as the popu-
larity of manga (comics), anime (animation), and films have
contributed to a wide diffusion of Buddhist images and
ideas. Buddhist temples, new (and “new-new”) Buddhist re-
ligions, and a variety of other Buddhist groups have taken
advantage of the web to explain their teachings and offer
other services. From the 1970s on, manga series such as the
great Tezuka Osamu’s series entitled Buddha and anime se-
ries such as Jkkyii-san have enjoyed great popularity. Bud-
dhist themes also figured prominently in novels and other
literature. The prominence of Buddhist figures, themes, im-
ages, and teachings in these media indicates the extent to
which Buddhism continues to have a vibrant and multiple
influence on Japanese culture, while its institutional presence
perdures despite a variety of challenges.

SEE ALsO Buddhism, Schools of, article on Japanese Bud-
dhism; Japanese Religions, overview article; Missions, article
on Buddhist Missions; Pilgrimage, article on Buddhist Pil-
grimage in East Asia; Shinto; Shugendao.
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increasingly establish the commonalities between the previ-
ously existing lineages and those newly developed in the Ka-
makura period, including relevant Shint6 lineages. These in-
clude Mikael S. Adolphson, The Gates of Power: Monks,
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Rytichi Abé, Great Fool: Zen Master Ryokan—~Poems, Letters,
and Other Writings (Honolulu, Hawaii, 1996) and James H.
Sanford, Zen-man Ikkyi (Chico, Calif., 1981). Prominent
works on institutions or popular practices include Helen J.
Baroni, Obaku Zen: The Emergence of the Third Sect of Zen
in Tokugawa Japan (Honolulu, Hawaii, 2000); Martin Coll-
cutt, Five Mountains: The Rinzai Zen Monastic Institution in
Medieval Japan (Cambridge, U.K., 1981); Helen Hardacre,
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Gazerteers (Ann Arbor, Mich., 2002); Nam-Lin Hur, Prayer
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(Cambridge, U.K., 2004); Joseph D. Parker, Zen Buddhist
Landscape Arts of Early Muromachi Japan (1336-1573) (Al-
bany, N.Y., 1999); and Duncan Ryiken Williams, 7he
Other Side of Zen: A Social History of Soto Zen Buddhism in
Tokugawa Japan (Princeton, N.J., 2005). There are numer-
ous studies of Buddhism in the modern era, of which the
most prominent are: Paula Kane Robinson Arai, Women Liv-
ing Zen (New York, 1999); Helen Hardacre, Lay Buddhism
in Contemporary Japan: Reiyitkai Kyodan (Princeton, N.J.,
1984); Helen Hardacre, Marketing the Menacing Fetus in
Japan (Berkeley, Calif., 1999); Richard M. Jaffe, Neither
Monk Nor Layman: Clerical Marriage in Modern Japanese
Buddhism (Princeton, N.J., 2001); James Edward Ketelaar,
Of Heretics and Martyrs in Meiji Japan: Buddhism and Its Per-
secution (Princeton, N.J., 1990); William LaFleur, Liguid
Life: Abortion and Buddhism in Japan (Princeton, N.J.,
1991); Ian Reader and George Tanabe, Practically Religious:
Worldly Benefits and the Common Religion of Japan (Honolu-
lu, Hawaii, 1998); Brian Daizen Victoria, Zen at War (New
York, 1997); and Judith Snodgrass, Presenting Japanese Bud-
dhbism to the West: Orientalism, Occidentalism, and the Colum-
bian Exposition (Chapel Hill, N.C., 2003) on the “new”
Buddhism of the Meiji period and the interaction with the
West and Western Buddhologists. Jamie Hubbard and Paul
L. Swanson, eds., Pruning the Bodhi Tree: The Storm over
Critical Buddhism (Honolulu, Hawaii, 1997), focuses on the
debate concerning contemporary Japanese scholars who have
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criticized original enlightenment discourses in Japanese Bud-

dhism.

Studies in Japanese
The great bulk of publications in the study of Japanese Buddhism
has and remains in Japanese, and the volume of publication
has dramatically increased in recent years. The most useful
reference with which to consider the broader history of Japa-
nese Buddhism has long been Tsuji Zennosuke, Nihon
bukkyashi, 10 vols. (Tokyo, 1944-1953), although there
have been a large number of recent general works that ad-
dress developments in theory and research. More recently, a
series edited by Nihon Bukkyo Kenkytikai entitled Nihon no
bukkys, 6 vols. (Kyoto, 1994-1996) and a volume edited by
the same group called Nibon bukkys no kenkyihi (Kyoto,
2000) have offered the most rigorous series of general articles
by leading contemporary scholars as well as the most up-to-
date bibliographical essays on significant research that has
been conducted on Japanese Buddhism in recent decades;
the topics covered include not only the major historical peri-
ods, lineages of Japanese Buddhism, and 4ami-Buddha amal-
gamation but also the fields of Buddhist folklore, Buddhist
literature, women in Buddhism, Buddhist art, and Buddhist
architecture. For verification of the existence or historical va-
lidity of Buddhist texts, Ono Genmy®d, ed., Bussho kaisetsu
daijiten, 13 vols. (Tokyo, Supplementary vols. 12-13 ed.
Maruyama Takao, rev. ed. 1964-1967) remains the best re-

source.

Specialized Studies
All of the major traditional sects of Japanese Buddhism have col-
lected their own textual corpuses. However, careful study of
any group or individual in Japanese Buddhism requires con-
sultation of a broad range of both primary and secondary
sources in Japanese. In terms of primary sources, initial col-
lections that should be consulted are the sections including
Japanese Buddhist works in Taisho shinshi daizokys, 100
vols. (Tokyo, 1924-1932), Dainihon zokuzokys, 750 vols.
(Kyoto, 1905-1912), and Dainihon bukkys zensho, 151 vols.
(Tokyo, 1912-1922). Important sources for the study of
early Buddhism include, of course, court chronicles, archaeo-
logical records, Shaso’in monjo records, temple stories, and
official temple collection records (shizaichs). As for major
lineages that developed in the early period, only Tendai and
Shingon feature large collections, which include: Tendai
Shiten Kankokai, ed., Tendaishii zensho, 25 vols. (Tokyo,
1935-1937), and Tendai Shiten Hensanjo, ed., Zoku
Tendaishii zensho, 15+ vols. (Tokyo: 1987-); Shingonsha
Zensho Kankokai, ed., Shingonshu zensho, 44 vols. (Koyasan,
1933-1939), and Zoku Shingonshit Zensho Kankékai, ed.,
Zoku Shingonshii zensho, 42 vols. (Kdyasan, 1973-1988). As
for the newer Kamakura period lineages, some of the major
Pure Land Buddhist collections are Jodosha Shiten
Kankokai, ed., Jodoshii zensho, 21 vols. (Tokyo, 1929-1931);
Shiisho Hozonkai, ed., Zoku Jodoshii zensho, 20 vols. (Tokyo,
1940-1942); Tsumaki Naoyoshi, ed., Shinshi zensho, 74
vols. (Tokyo, 1913-1916); Shinshi Tenseki Kankokai, ed.,
Shinshii taikei, 37 vols. (Tokyo, 1974-1976) and Zoku
Shinshii taikei, 24 vols. plus Bekkan, 4 vols. (Tokyo, 1976~
1977). Some major Zen collections include: Sotosha Zensho
Kankokai, ed., Satashi zensho (Tokyo, 1929-1935); Zoku
Sotoshi Zensho Kankokai, ed., Zoku Sotashii zensho (Tokyo,
1974-1977). Prominent Nichiren lineage collections are

Rissho Daigaku Nichiren Kyodgaku Kenkytjo, ed.,
Nichirenshii shiigaku zensho (Tokyo, 1968-1978) and Showa
teihon Nichiren Shonin ibun (Minobusan, 1988). In the case
of virtually all of the major lineages, collections of works by
the founders and other major figures of the traditions have
been published and should be consulted; recent research has
resulted in the publication of large new collections of works
attributed to figures lesser-known to scholarship, like the
monk Shukaku of Shingon lineage. Collections of materials
of the Tokugawa, Meiji, and modern periods can often be
found in those of entire lineages, noted above. However,
work of contemporary scholars such as scholars at the Histo-
riographical Institute, University of Tokyo, and Tamamuro
Fumio have also made great quantities of previously unpub-
lished materials available for research. Relevant materials
such as diaries and various genres of temple records should
also be consulted regularly.

BRIAN O. RUPPERT (2005)

BUDDHISM: BUDDHISM IN THE WEST

During the twentieth century Buddhism became globally
distributed and established. Buddhists have set foot in Aus-
tralia and New Zealand, in the southern region of Africa, and
in most countries of Europe, as well as in South and North
America. Buddhism outside of Asia is marked by a heteroge-
neity and diversity that is observable in all thus-denoted
“Western” countries. The entire range of Buddhism’s main
traditions and subtraditions can be found outside of Asia,
often in one country and sometimes even in one major city,
with some forty, fifty, or more different Buddhist groups in
a single place. Buddhists of divergent traditions and schools
have become neighbors—a rarity in Asia itself. Additionally,
new Western Buddhist orders and organizations have been
founded, signaling ambitious moves to create indigenized
variations of Buddhist forms, practices, and interpretations.
As the Western institutionalization of Buddhism rapidly ac-
celerated in the closing three decades of the twentieth centu-
1y, its research matured and became a recognized subject
with numerous studies.

EARLY ENCOUNTERS. Very early information about Bud-
dhist concepts can be traced to the records of the Greek phi-
losopher Plutarch (first century CE). Plutarch writes about
the Indo-Greek king Menander (Menandros, c. 155-130
BCE) and his conversation with the Buddhist monk
Nagasena, documented in the Pali text Milindapariha (Ques-
tions of King Milinda). The rise of Christianity and later of
Islam blocked further exchange until Franciscan friars trav-
eled to Mongolia in the thirteenth century. From the six-
teenth century onwards, travelers and Jesuit missionaries to
Tibet, China, and Japan left fragmentary accounts of Bud-
dhist rituals and concepts. In the course of European colonial
expansion, information was gathered about the customs and
history of the peoples and regions that were subjected to Brit-
ish, Portuguese, and Dutch domination. Texts and descrip-
tions began to be collected and translated in the late eigh-
teenth century, although a distinction had not yet been
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clearly made between Hindu and Buddhist treatises. Simul-
taneously, in Europe the Romantic movement gave rise to
a glorifying enthusiasm for the East and for India in particu-
lar. The Asian world and its religious and philosophical tradi-
tions were discovered along with efforts aimed at tracing a
genuine and pure spirituality that was supposedly lost in Eu-
rope through the victory of rationalism.

Discovery of Buddhism through texts. The credit for
first systematizing the increasing amount of information on
Buddhist texts and concepts goes to the Paris philologist Eu-
gene Burnouf (1801-1852). His L introduction a ['histoire du
buddhisme indien (1844) presented a scientific survey of
Buddhist history and doctrines. Burnouf imposed a rational
order on ideas hitherto perceived as unrelated, in this way
creating the prototype of the European concept of Bud-
dhism. In the 1850s, Europe witnessed a boom of studies
and translations, paving the way for an enhanced knowledge
of and interest in the teachings. At this time Asian religion
was essentially treated as a textual object located in books,
Orriental libraries, and institutes of the West.

The writings of the German philosopher Arthur Scho-
penhauer (1788-1860) inspired wide interest in Buddhist
philosophy and ethics among intellectuals, academics, and
artists. In the United States, the nineteenth-century tran-
scendentalists Ralph Waldo Emerson, Henry David Tho-
reau, and Walt Whitman praised Indian philosophy and in-
troduced translations, produced in Europe, to members of
the American middle- and upper classes. Circles of aesthetic
conversation and textual sources were the mediators that ini-
tiated the spread of and provided for the public presence of
Buddhist ideas in Europe and the United States. The appeal
of Indian spirituality was strengthened by the intervention
of the Theosophical Society, founded by Helena P. Blavatsky
(1831-1891) and Henry Steel Olcott (1832-1907) in 1875
in New York. In addition, Sir Edwin Arnold (1832-1904)
published his famous poem 7he Light of Asia in 1879, fol-
lowed by Olcott’s Buddhist Carechism in 1881. Both works
praised the Buddha and his teaching. Echoing this overt glo-
rification of the Asian religion, a few Europeans became the
first self-converted followers of the teaching in the early
1880s.

Though more Westerners took up Buddhist teachings
as their new orientation in life, another twenty years passed
before the first Buddhist organizations outside of Asia were
formed. The Indologist Karl Seidenstiicker (1876-1936) es-
tablished the Society for the Buddhist Mission in Germany
in 1903 in Leipzig. Likewise, the first British monk, Ananda
Metteyya (Allen Bennett McGregor, 1872-1923), formed
the Buddhist Society of Great Britain and Ireland in 1907
in London. By means of lectures, pamphlets, and books, the
first professed Western Buddhists tried to win recruits from
the educated middle- and upper social strata of society.
These and related activities were polemically commented on
by Christian clergy, who criticized the “nihilism” of Bud-
dhism and the “foreignness” of the Asian religion to Europe-
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an society. This debate was strengthened when a few com-
mitted men, including Anton Giith (1878-1957), ordained
as Nyanatiloka, became monks in the Theravada tradition
in the early twentieth century and temporarily remained in
Europe.

Internationalization: Toward a global Buddhism. To
a certain extent the incipient Buddhist activities in Western
countries relied on reformist approaches and modernist rein-
terpretations of Asian Buddhist concepts. In Ceylon (Sri
Lanka), the center of South Asian Buddhist revival, educated
urban Buddhists who had been influence by Orientalist con-
cepts emphasized the rational and scientific aspects of Bud-
dhist teachings. These modernist Buddhists portrayed Bud-
dhism as text-based, pragmatic, rational, universal, and
socially active. Both European scholarship and the Western
glorification of Buddhist ideas strengthened national and re-
ligious self-confidence in South Asia, further generating ideas
of a missionary outreach. In addition, in 1880 Olcott and
Blavatsky visited Colombo, Ceylon, and publicly took refuge
in the Buddha, dharma, and samgha, becoming the first
Westerners to do so in an Asian country.

In the two decades that followed, Olcott and the Cey-
lonese Anagarika Dharmapala (1864-1933) worked together
to renew the importance of Buddhism. In 1891, Dharmapala
set up the Maha Bodhi Society, its aim being to restore the
neglected site of Bodh Gaya in North India and to resuscitate
Buddhism in India. These activities led to Dharmapala’s in-
vitation to the World’s Parliament of Religions in Chicago
in 1893. His well-received speech at this paramount event
for the formal debut of Asian religions in the United States
established Dharmapala as the main spokesman of Buddhist
revival in South Asia. It was in Chicago in 1893 as well that
Carl Theodor Strauss (1852—-1937) became the first Ameri-
can to formally convert to Buddhism on American soil. In
the years to come Strauss and Dharmapala worked jointly
and traveled extensively around the world to spread Buddhist
teachings. Overseas branches of the Maha Bodhi Society
were formed in the United States (1897), Germany (1911),
and Great Britain (1920), in this way establishing the society
as the first international Buddhist organization and its
founder as the first global Buddhist missionary or propa-
gandist.

Buddhism brought by immigrants. A different, non-
modernist, and religiously more tradition-oriented line of
Buddhism reached Western countries with the arrival of
Chinese and Japanese migrants to the U.S. West Coast and
later to South America. Gold had been discovered in Califor-
nia in 1848, and miners from China came in hopes of un-
earthing a fortune. By the 1880s the number of Chinese in
California, Montana, and Idaho had grown to over 100,000
people. Upon their arrival, the immigrants built Chinese
temples, the first two in San Francisco in 1853. During the
next fifty years hundreds of so-called joss-houses, where Bud-
dhist, Daoist, and Chinese folk traditions mingled, appeared
throughout the western United States.
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In striking contrast to the high esteem that Buddhist
texts and ideas had gained among East Coast intellectuals,
Americans on the West Coast devalued East Asian culture
as exotic, strange, and incomprehensible. The Chinese laun-
drymen, cooks, and miners were regarded as unwelcome im-
migrants. In 1882, the Chinese Exclusion Act restricted fur-
ther immigration of Chinese nationals. In a similar way,
Japanese who had come to the United States in search of
work beginning in the 1870s faced racism and social exclu-
sion. Buddhism was regarded as a foreign religion, causing
a threat to the relationship between Japanese and American
people. Nevertheless, two Jodo Shinshi priests were sent in
1899 to support the spiritual needs of Japanese laborers, and
the Buddhist Mission to North America became formally es-
tablished in 1914.

More migrants from Japan arrived in Central and South
America around the turn of the century. Japanese workers
traveled to Mexico and Peru in 1897 and to Sdo Paulo in
Brazil in 1908. The laborers intended to work for only a few
years on the plantations and then return to Japan. Most
often, however, their stay turned into long-term residence.
During the first forty years of residence in Brazil, only one
Japanese Buddhist temple was established, in Cafelandia in
Sao Paulo in 1932. Japanese workers were expected to assim-
ilate as quickly as possible to Brazilian culture, an expectation
that included, among other things, abandoning their “hea-
then practices” and converting to Roman Catholicism. A fair
number did, as the Japanese saw conversion as necessary to
the process of Brazilianization. On the other hand, the deci-
sion to change their status from sojourner to immigrant re-
sulted in efforts to ensure the preservation of Japanese culture
and identity. It was from the 1950s onward, after Japan’s de-
feat in World War II brought an end to the migrants” hopes
for return, that Buddhist and Shinté temples became estab-
lished in Brazil. The Mission of S6t6 Zenshi in Brazil
founded Busshinji temple in 1956, followed by the influx of
other Buddhist traditions since the 1970s.

As in Brazil, World War II was a watershed for Japanese
people in the United States. Acculturative processes had
begun during the 1920s and 1930s to meet the needs of the
American-born generation; these processes included educa-
tion programs and such adaptations as referring to Buddhist
temples as churches and to priestly personnel as minister ot
reverend. Paradoxically, adaptation accelerated tremendously
during the time of the internment camps. From 1942 to
1945, some 111,000 people of Japanese ancestry were in-
terned, almost 62,000 of them being Buddhists, the majority
Jodo Shinsha. Religious services in the camps were conduct-
ed in English, a demand that was later established as the
norm. Of similar importance, formerly tight bonds with the
mother temples in Japan dissolved. This emancipation from
the normative Japanese model was expressed in the organiza-
tion’s new name: No longer a “Mission [from Japan] to
North America,” it became reincorporated as the Buddhist
Churches of America in 1944.

Chinese in the United States remained mostly concen-
trated in Chinatowns along the West Coast. As the numbers
of Chinese dropped due to the Chinese Exclusion Act, so did
the number of temples. The other strand of Buddhism in the
United States—made up of those who had converted to
Buddhism—was no more successful at initiating Buddhist
activities during the first half of the twentieth century. The
appearance of the Japanese Rinzai Zen monk Soen Shaku
(1859-1919) at the World’s Parliament of Religions gave
momentum to the practice of Zen meditation, which was
strengthened by two disciples sent by Séen Shaku to the
United States: Zen masters Nyogen Senzaki (1876-1958)
and Sokei-an Sasaki (1882-1945). Although they stayed in
the United States for years, the meditation groups they set
up were met with little interest. It was not until D. T. Suzuki
(1870-1966) returned to North America for a long stay
in the 1950s that a psychologically reshaped Zen became
popular.

BUDDHISM IN EUROPE DURING THE FIRST HALF OF THE
TWwENTIETH CENTURY. World War I brought an end to the
incipient Buddhist movements in Europe. But Buddhism
was taken up again immediately after the war, especially in
Britain and Germany. In contrast to the early period, Bud-
dhism was now beginning to be practiced, at least by its lead-
ing proponents. The teachings were not only to be conceived
by the mind, but also applied to the whole person. Religious
practices such as spiritual exercises and devotional acts be-
came part of German and British Buddhist life during the
1920s and 1930s.

In 1921 Georg Grimm (1868-1945) and Seidenstiicker
initiated the Buddhist Parish in Germany. The committed
group saw itself expressly as a religious community of Bud-
dhist lay followers. Lectures by Grimm were attended by five
hundred to one thousand listeners. In Berlin, Paul Dahlke
(1865-1928) built the famous Buddhist House in 1924. In
this house, which served as both residence and monastery,
Dahlke led the same kind of ascetic and religious life as South
Asian Buddhist monks. The divergent interpretations of the
teachings of the Pali canon by Grimm and Dahlke led to the
formation of two independent schools, which polemically
disputed the central teaching of anatta (Pali, “no-self”). Both
schools continued their work during the Nazi period (1933—
1945), albeit restricted to small, private circles that were at
times under Nazi political control. Buddhists were regarded
by the Nazis as pacifists and eccentrics. With the exception
of those who had abandoned their Jewish faith and become
Buddhists—about a third of all Buddhists in German-
speaking areas during the 1920s—no official or public perse-
cution of Buddhism took place.

In London, Christmas Humphreys (1901-1983)
formed the Buddhist Lodge of the Theosophical Society in
1924. A Buddhist shrine room was opened in 1925, and
Buddhist festivals were celebrated. As a result of Anagarika
Dharmapala’s missionary efforts in Britain during the mid-

1920s, British Buddhists founded a branch of the Maha
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Bodhi Society (1926) and established a Buddhist monastery
with three resident Theravida bhikkhus (monks) in London
(1928-1940, reopened in 1954). It was the first time that
several monks resided for an extended period outside of Asia.

In Europe, it was undoubtedly those who had adopted
Buddhism as their new orientation in life who dominated the
small Buddhist scene. Except for a few Buddhist activists,
such as Anagirika Dharmapala and some Japanese Zen Bud-
dhists, no Buddhist migrants from Asia came to Europe dur-
ing this time. However, there is an important exception to
this pattern: In the early twentieth century, Mongolian Ti-
betan Buddhists from Kalmykia and Buryatia in Russia es-
tablished sizeable communities in Saint Petersburg, the czar-
ist Russian capital until 1917. They built a Dge lugs (Geluk)
style temple and monastery in Saint Petersburg in 1909 to
1915. The first Buddhist monastery on European soil thus
became established not by European convert Buddhists but
by so-called ethnic or migrant Buddhists led by the Buryat-
Mongol lama Agvan Dorzhev. During the Communist Rev-
olution in 1917, however, the temple was desecrated. Fol-
lowing the comparative calm of the 1920s, Buddhists and
scholars were persecuted and murdered under Joseph Stalin’s
dictatorship (1930s-1953). It was not until the 1980s that
conditions improved for Buddhists in Russia, and they were
able to establish small communities and centers for different
Buddhist traditions.

THE 1950s AND 1960s: SPREAD AND PLURALIZATION. In
contrast to the first half of the twentieth century, the second
half witnessed a boom of Buddhism outside of Asia. Western
countries experienced a heavy influx of Asian immigrants
and a tremendously expanded interest in Buddhist medita-
tion, liturgy, and teachings among Westerners. World War
I had brought an end to most public Buddhist activities in
Europe. However, after 1945 Buddhists reestablished former
Theravada groups or founded new ones. Buddhist lectures
were well attended and Buddhist books and journals well re-
ceived. From the 1950s onwards, new Buddhist traditions
were brought to Europe. Japanese Jodo Shinsha was estab-
lished in Britain (1952) and Germany (1956). The writings
of Suzuki and Eugen Herrigel (1884-1955) popularized Zen
meditation and art. Tibetan Buddhism won its first Western
converts in Berlin in 1952 through the establishment of the
Western branch of the order Arya Maitreya Mandala,
founded by the German-born Lama Govinda in 1933 in
India. In addition, the activities of Buddhist missionary orga-
nizations from South Asia gained momentum, an example
being the Lanka Dharmaduta Society, founded in 1952,
which sent Theravada bhikkhus to the Berlin Buddhist
House with the aim of spreading the dharma.

Buddhism spread more and more widely in various Eu-
ropean countries as attractive books and translations became
more readily available. Simultaneously, Asian teachers began
visiting new Buddhist groups to lecture and conduct courses
on a regular basis. During the 1960s a considerable change
occurred in the way that members and interested people
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wanted to experience Buddhism both spiritually and physi-
cally. Meditation became popular, and Buddhists and sym-
pathizers filled courses in Theravada vipassani meditation
and Japanese Zen meditation. Zen seminars (Jpn., sesshin)
took place in increasing numbers, with teachers coming from
Japan to guide newly formed groups.

In the United States, lecture tours by Suzuki instigated
an upsurge of interest in Zen concepts and meditation. At
the same time, “Beat Zen” and “Square Zen” created by
Allan Watts, Allen Ginsberg, and Jack Kerouac, popularized
Zen and attracted members of the emerging counterculture.
Japanese teachers such as S6t6 Zen master Shunryu Suzuki
settled in the United States as immigration regulations were
relaxed during the mid-1950s and 1960s. In addition, vari-
ous meditation centers were founded as young Americans re-
turned from Japan having received a traditional religious ed-
ucation. Notable among these was Philip Kapleau (1912-
2004), author of the instrumental The Three Pillars of Zen
(1965) and founder of the Rochester Zen Center in New
York (1966), and Robert Aitken (b. 1917), founder of the
Diamond Sangha in the 1960s. Both were disciples of Zen
master Hakuun Yasutani (1885-1974), founder of the Zen
school Sanbo Kyodan in 1954. In addition to the explosive
interest in Zen meditational practice, further Buddhist tradi-
tions arrived from Asia with Sri Lankan, Thai, Chinese, Tai-
wanese, Korean, and Japanese teachers. Among these tradi-
tions and schools, one of the most vigorous turned out to
be the Soka Gakkai from Japan, which claimed a member-
ship of 500,000 people in the mid-1970s.

The first Australian Buddhist organization was founded
in 1952, with a membership of mainly well-educated citi-
zens. Leading Australian Buddhists, such as Charles F.
Knight (1890-1975) and Natasha Jackson (1902-1990), re-
garded Buddhism as a triumph of rationalism and used it as
a foil in their attacks on Christianity. Their specific approach
was strongly intellectualized, and they went to great lengths
to prove that Buddhism was fully consonant with scientific
thinking. As in Europe and the United States, Zen, Pure
Land, and Soka Gakkai were also imported into Australia
during the 1960s.

In general, during this time two characteristics stand out
in contrast to the previous phases: Buddhism was no longer
dominated by a single main tradition, as had been the case
in Europe with Theravada and in the United States with
Mahayana Buddhism. Rather, since the 1950s, Buddhist
teachers of various traditions arrived from Asia to win con-
verts and to found centers. A plurality of Buddhist traditions
emerged, substantially supplemented by the various Bud-
dhist strands formed by immigrant Buddhists. Secondly, the
shift from intellectual interest to practical application deep-
ened and spread through increased interest in meditation.

FrOM THE 1970s ONWARD: RAPID INCREASE AND ONGO-
ING PLURALIZATION. The Zen boom of the 1960s was fol-
lowed by an upsurge of interest in Tibetan Buddhism. Tibet-
an teachers such as Tarthang Tulku (b. 1935) and Chégyam
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Trungpa (1939-1987) arrived in the United States in 1969
and 1970 and formed organizations that established Europe-
an branches during the 1980s. Beginning in the mid-1970s,
high-ranking lamas conducted preaching tours in Europe,
North America, and Australia, as well in South Africa and
South America in later years. Many Westerners who were in-
volved in the protest movements and counterculture of the
late 1960s became fascinated by Tibetan Buddhist rituals
and symbols and the lives of the lamas. Within two decades,
converts to Tibetan Buddhism were able to found a multi-
tude of centers and groups, which at times outnumbered
those of all other Buddhist traditions in a given country.

This rapid increase, accompanied by an expansion of ex-
isting institutions, led to a considerable rise in the number
of Buddhist groups and centers associated with convert Bud-
dhists. In Great Britain, for example, the number of Bud-
dhist organizations nearly quintupled from seventy-four to
four hundred between 1979 and 2000. In Germany, interest
in Buddhism resulted in an increase from approximately
forty to more than six hundred groups, meditation circles,
centers, and societies between 1975 and 2004. In North
America, Don Morreale’s Complete Guide to Buddhist Ameri-
¢ca (1998) listed 1,062 meditation centers in 1997, the major-
ity having been founded since the mid-1980s. Similar pat-
terns are observable in Australia, where the number of
Buddhist groups rose from 167 to 308 between 1991 and
1998. As a result of large-scale immigration, especially of
Vietnamese people, the number of Buddhists in Australia
multiplied more than six times from 35,000 to 200,000 from
1981 to 1996. As in Europe and North America, numerous
schools, branches, and traditions of Theravada, Mahayana,
Tibetan, and nonsectarian Buddhism have gained a firm
standing in Australia, and in New Zealand as well.

In a parallel development, considerable numbers of
Buddhists from Asian countries have come to Western Eu-
rope, North America, and Australia since the 1960s. In Eu-
rope, and France in particular, large communities of refugees
from Vietnam, Laos, and Cambodia have emerged. Paris has
become the center for Southeast Asian Buddhist migrants,
although the largest Vietnamese pagoda in Europe was inau-
gurated in Hanover, Germany, in 1991. Furthermore, many
refugees, migrants, and business people from Asian countries
have found asylum or a place to work in Western Europe.
Similarly, in Canada and the United States hundreds of
thousands of migrants arrived after immigration regulations
were relaxed in the mid-1960s.

Whether in North America, Western Europe, or Austra-
lia, in the process of settling down, migrants established their
own religious and cultural institutions to preserve their iden-
tity and heritage. By visiting pagodas and temples, perform-
ing customary acts of devotional worship, and jointly cele-
brating Buddhist festivals, immigrant Asian Buddhists
gained a home away from home. Most Asian migrant com-
munities have turned out to be markedly conservative, pre-
senting a primarily stable and familiar environment for their

members in the socioculturally foreign and often discrimina-
tory environment. With the rise of second and third genera-
tions of immigrants from Asia, established role models and
hierarchies are changing, and Asians in the West are pointing
to language issues and calling for acculturated rituals, forms,
and contents. Estimates of the total numbers of Buddhists
in Europe at the beginning of the twenty-first century
amount to around one million, two thirds of them Asian im-
migrants. In North America the number may be four to five
times higher than in Europe, with Buddhists of Asian ances-
try making up the vast majority.

Buddhism grew as well in both South America and
South Africa beginning in the 1970s. Zen has captured the
interest of non-Japanese Brazilians since the late 1970s, re-
sulting in the establishment of numerous local meditation
groups and centers. Likewise, Japanese traditions of
Nichiren, Shingon, and Pure Land have gained followings.
Tibetan Buddhism, arriving in Brazil the late 1980s, also ex-
perienced a boom during the 1990s. As in other non-Asian
countries to which Buddhism spread, a plurality of schools
and traditions has become established.

In South Africa, after an attempt to convert Indian mi-
grant Hindus to Buddhism beginning in 1917, small Bud-
dhist groups were formed during the 1970s in metropolitan
centers. The emphasis was a nondenominational one, al-
though followers of Tibetan, Zen, or Theravada came to-
gether for joint meetings. One of South Africa’s main Bud-
dhist reference points became the Buddhist Retreat Center
near Ixopo, formally inaugurated in 1980. In contrast to a
prevalent ecumenical spirit, since the mid-1980s the various
groups have begun sharpening their doctrinal identity and
lineage adherence, and in many cases hitherto loose bonds
with the Asian parent tradition or headquarters were
strengthened. During the 1990s, Tibetan Buddhism gained
a strong following as teachers started to stay permanently in
South Africa. Likewise, Zen teachers and Theravada bhik-
khus settled in the country and firmly established their tradi-
tions.

PLURALITY AND GLOBAL INTERCONNECTEDNESS. Buddhism
outside of Asia is deeply marked by its plurality and heteroge-
neity. A multitude of schools and traditions have successfully
settled in urbanized, industrialized settings. The general tra-
ditions of Theravada, Mahayana, and Tibetan Buddhism are
internally heavily subdivided according to country of origin
(e.g., Theravada from Sri Lanka, Thailand, Myanmar, or
Laos); lineage (e.g., Tibetan Buddhism following Dge lugs
[Geluk], Karma Bka’ brgyud [Kagyu], Sa skya [Sakya], or
Rnying ma [Nyingmal; teacher (Asian and Western, mani-
fold); and emphasis on specific Buddhist concepts and prac-
tices. Flourishing in the West, these various Asian-derived
schools and traditions did not remain unchanged, and vari-
ous subschools have evolved. In addition, a second genera-
tion of Western teachers who are disciples to Western, not
Asian masters, is maturing. These multifold developments
have given birth to both traditionally oriented centers and
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to independent centers favoring innovation and the creation
of a “Western Buddhism.” Noteworthy examples of the lat-
ter include the Insight Meditation Society in the United
States and the Friends of the Western Buddhist Order,
founded by the British Sangharakshita in 1967.

The marked plurality of Buddhism outside of Asia has
been intensified by the globalization of once local organiza-
tions. The British-based Friends of the Western Buddhist
Order has spread worldwide. Organizations formerly re-
stricted to the United States, such as the Insight Meditation
Society or Aitken’s Diamond Sangha, have established
branch centers in Europe, Australia, and elsewhere. This
global reach also came to apply to American Zen teachers,
including Richard Baker Roshi, Bernard Glassman Roéshi,
and Prabhasadharma Réshi, as well as to prominent Viet-
namese and Korean meditation masters, including Thich
Nhat Hanh and Seung Sahn. Tibetan Buddhist organiza-
tions have created similar global networks. Lamas and teach-
ers tour the globe untiringly, and they visit the multitude of
local groups and centers, including Chégyam Trungpa’s
Vajradhatu organization (renamed Shambhala Internation-
al), the Karma Kagyu centers affiliated with Ole Nydahl
from Denmark, Sogyal Rinpoche’s Rigpa organization, or
the New Kadampa Tradition of Geshe Kelsang Gyatso.

Global interconnectedness has become greatly intensi-
fied as a result of the World Wide Web. Buddhist centers
maintain their own websites, linked to sister centers and par-
ent organizations, and facilitating the exchange and spread
of information. Numerous so-called cyber-samghas are avail-
able online, thus establishing a new form of Buddhist com-
munity. In these ways Buddhism adapts, as it has done con-
tinuously during its 2,600 years of history, to new cultural,
political, and technological environments.
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The term Hinayina refers to the group of Buddhist schools
or sects that appeared before the beginning of the common
era and those directly derived from them. The word
Hinayiana, which means “small vehicle,” that is, “lesser
means of progress” toward liberation, is pejorative. It was ap-
plied disdainfully to these early forms of Buddhism by the
followers of the great reformist movement that arose just at
the beginning of the common era, which referred to itself as
the Mahayana, or “large vehicle,” that is, “greater means of
progress” toward liberation. Indeed, the adherents of the
Mahayana charged those of the Hinayana with selfishly pur-
suing only their own personal salvation, whereas they them-
selves claimed an interest in the liberation of all beings and
vowed to postpone their own deliverance until the end of
time. In other words, the ideal of the practitioners of the
Hinayana was the arhat (Pali, arahant), the saint who has at-
tained nirvana, while that of the Mahayana was the bodhi-
sattva, the all-compassionate hero who, resolving to become
a Buddha in some far-distant future, dedicated the course of
his innumerable lives to saving beings of all kinds. It would
be more correct to give the name “carly Buddhism” to what
is called Hinayana, for the term denotes the whole collection
of the most ancient forms of Buddhism: those earlier than
the rise of the Mahayana and those that share the same inspi-
ration as these and have the same ideal, namely the arhaz.

Although it is directly descended from the earliest Bud-
dhism—that originally preached by the Buddha himself—
this early Buddhism is distinguished from it by the continual
additions and reformulations of its adherents and teachers in
their desire to deepen and perfect the interpretation of the
ancient teaching. This constant, and quite legitimate, effort
gave rise to many debates, controversies, and divisions that
resulted in the appearance of a score of sects or schools. The
actual, original teaching of the Buddha is accessible to us
only through the canonic texts of these schools, texts that
were set down in writing only about the beginning of the
common era and reflect the divergences that already existed
among these sects. Moreover, only a very small part of this
vast canonic literature has survived, either in its original Indi-
an language or in Chinese or Tibetan translation, and for this
reason our knowledge of the doctrine taught by the Buddha
himself still remains rather vague and conjectural. We do not
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