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Introduction
India is a nation of diverse cultural and religious identities. According to the 2001 census (India), the percentage of Buddhists in the country stands at 0.8%. Buddhism is among the smaller religious minorities, alongside Jainism (0.4%), Sikhism (1.9%), Christianity (2.3%) and Islam (13.4%), whereas a majority of Indians are Hindus (80.4%). The percentage of Buddhists looks surprisingly small considering it is an ancient religion, but it can be understood in the context of its relationship with Hinduism over centuries.
The origins
It is commonly maintained that Hinduism is a philosophy or a way of life rather than a religion, in that it has no dogma or any central textual or religious authority. The term ‘Hindu’ is relatively recent and thought to be a homogenising Colonial construct used to denote a diverse people with diverse religious practices. The term itself is of Persian origin – a variant of the Sanskrit ‘Sindhu’. The people living on the east of the river Sindhu or Indus were collectively referred to as ‘Hindu’ by Persians (who pronounced ‘s’ as ‘h’), but it came to be used regularly by Westerners only in the 18th century (King). Be that as it may, the term can be used in a broad contemporary sense to refer to a people who are united in their beliefs about the Vedas being their oldest, most revered texts and in the hierarchical caste system. ‘Hinduism’, as it is known today, has undergone several changes. It has no definitive starting point, but the rough period in which the Vedic texts were composed (approximately 1500 – 500 BCE) can be taken to mean the time in which a pantheistic, sacrificial religion developed. It often goes by the name of Vedic Brahmanism. Ritual sacrifices and the Vedas can, therefore, be said to be the pivots around which this religion revolved. The priestly class of ‘Brahmins’, who was the sole authority of ritual the Vedic texts, officiated over these sacrifices, whereas the ruling class of ‘Kshatriyas’ was its main patron. 
It is against this background that Buddhism and many similar sramanic religions arose. As opposed to the Brahmanas (Brahmins), the sramanas (Pande) were ascetics, who lived outside mainstream society, did not believe in God or the Vedas and indulged in alternate spiritual practises. Like its contemporaries, the Jains and the Ajivikas (Pande), Buddhism was founded in the 5th century BCE upon a rejection of the core Vedic beliefs. Although Gautama Buddha was born Siddhartha, a Kshatriya prince, he gave up his religion and privileges after seeing the Four Sights[footnoteRef:1], and went on to become a great spiritual teacher.  [1:  Legendary accounts of Gautama Buddha’s life mention ‘The Four Sights’, seeing which the young Prince Siddharth resolved to leave everything behind – parivraja – and seek the Truth for himself. These sights included that of a sick person, an old person and a dead person and finally the sight of an enlightened man.  ] 

Opposing philosophies and paradigms
The establishment of a monastic order i.e. Sangha and its philosophies enjoyed considerable popularity in Buddha’s own lifetime, even though his teachings were fundamentally different from the mainstream Vedic religion. Unlike the early forms of ‘Hinduism’, Buddha’s Dhamma spoke of reincarnation, unequivocal access to spiritual insight through practices like meditation and salvation or nirvana (Gethin). 
These were in opposition to the Vedic paradigm in which the Vedas were of central importance, elaborate fire sacrifices to nature deities was the norm, and the brahmana priests wielded absolute authority. These forms of worship were reciprocal in that the priests and kings propitiated the gods, to ensure that the gods maintained an uninterrupted supply of benedictions. Protection, immortality and material wealth were the main things sought from Vedic deities like Agni, Indra, and Varuna. (Eliot) 
Buddhism and other Sramanic religions are purported to have started as rationalist counterforces against the Vedic system, especially the caste hierarchy and the practice of excessive and violent animal sacrifices (Omvedt). It appealed to large numbers of people who needed alternatives to the incumbent violence and discrimination of Vedic Brahmanism. 
Even as the pacifist ideas of the former started gaining ground, Vedic Brahminism started evolving too. Around the same time as Buddha was preaching, new additions to the Vedic compendium were being made from the 5th century CE onwards. These were known as the Upanishads and the Aranyakas and they marked a clear departure from the ritualistic to the philosophical. These contemplative texts stressed more on realisation of the Self, on the symbolism of rituals rather than the acts themselves, and ideas of spiritual liberation (Sharma).
 Political patronage
The Vedic religion had widened its philosophical scope, but it was still limited in its access to the upper castes. Buddhism, on the other hand, slowly swelled in numbers because it was open to everyone within and outside. Even Alexander’s foray to the edge of India and his legacy of Hellenism weren’t untouched by Buddhism, giving birth to what is called Graeco-Buddhist culture. It was so with the Kushana rulers from Bactria in the first couple of centuries of the millennium too. There is plenty of art and architectural evidence from the period that testifies the growing influence of Buddhism in northern parts of ancient India (Samad). 
However, Buddhism received its real fillip in the 3rd century CE under the rule of Ashoka Maurya. As one of the greatest rulers in India’s history, Ashoka’s patronage changed the course of Buddhism and consequently Hinduism in the country. Before he turned to Buddhism, he had a fairly violent political career and only had a change of heart after the great war at Kalinga i.e. modern-day Odisha. He issued many edicts to be installed across his empire through which he spread messages of peace and Buddhist philosophy. These edicts in the ancient Brahmi script had lain forgotten for centuries and only after British scholar, James Princep deciphered it in 1873, were they rediscovered. These edicts are a testimony of the extent to which Buddhism had spread in ancient India. (Thapar) In fact, the current national flag with the blue central wheel and the national emblem with the four-headed lion are both derivations from Ashoka’s imperial symbols.  
Ashoka’s enthusiasm for the Buddha and his teachings, however, wasn’t shared by the subsequent empires. In the Gupta empire (4th – 6th century CE) that followed, although Buddhism and Jainism were patronised, it was primarily a Hindu dynasty. In fact, it has often been touted as ‘the Golden Age’ of Hinduism when there was great socioeconomic progress as well as an abundant creation of art, architecture and literature. This zeal for Hinduism apparently even resulted in some persecution of Buddhist and Jain monks – recorded by Chinese traveller, Hsuan Tsang amongothers – from the 7th century onwards, but many historians believe those were exaggerated accounts. (Thapar, Cultural Transaction and Early India: Tradition and Patronage) Even so, the troubled relationship between the two major religions in the late ancient period may be inferred. Like the harsh anti-Brahmanical polemics in early Buddhist literature, there was at the time a steady stream of anti-Buddhist polemic. 
Cross cultural influences
The religious rivalry notwithstanding, Buddhism and Hinduism continued to influence each other in significant ways. Buddha’s philological loans from the Vedic religion are the reason why it is often considered to be “an offshoot of Hinduism”. Although Buddha invested some Pali terms (Sanskrit equivalents in brackets) like deva, aggi (agni), amata (amrita), brahman, jhana (dhyana), punna (punya), kamma (karma), and even Veda with new, spiritual/symbolic meanings, to the layperson, the similarities were most apparent. (Norman)
On Hinduism’s part, a whole lot of architectural grammar was borrowed from Buddhism. The early Vedic people were pastoral nomads who performed open-air ritual sacrifices or yagnas on temporary altars. Their offerings were thrown into the fire or animals were sacrificed as part of these religious practices. Their personified elemental gods were invoked through incantations or mantras, with no need nor scope for iconic worship. As society progressed towards agriculturalism and the Vedic people settled down, their religious practices had to be assigned to certain geographical spaces. Around the same time, i.e. the 3rd-6th centuries CE, simple Buddhist commemorative mounds had evolved to become rock-cut caves and shrines. The characteristic dome-shaped stupas, the accompanying monasteries or viharas and Buddha images (following the establishment of Mahayana) had become a central feature of the Buddhist religion. Hinduism, which had also gone from being Vedic to Puranic, found its influences therein and it set off the beginnings of Hindu temple architecture. (Singh) The elaborate temple art and architecture that is often thought to be the preserve of Hinduism owes its beginnings to Buddhist religious art. 
Many myths and legends that were the subject of such temple art – both in Buddhist and Hindu contexts – were also a result of such cross fertilization. While earlier forms of Buddhism i.e. Theravada prohibited any Buddha depictions, the later forms viz. Mahayana and Vajrayana were prolific in their use of imagery. As with later Hindu temples, Buddhist caves were full of painted or carved stories from religious literature, often in obvious competition. For example, the Hindu devas or gods were transformed into lesser beings in the Buddhist narrative, whereas in some Hindu Puranas, the Buddha himself was proclaimed to be an avatar of the Hindu god, Vishnu! Such crossovers were especially rampant among Tantric practitioners, with Hindu and Vajrayana (an esoteric form of Buddhism) tantra sharing several ‘template’ deities and rituals. (Schmidt-Leukel) 
Decline and disappearance of Buddhism from India
The fractionalisation of Buddhists into many sects may have widened their theological and philosophical scope, but it also became one of the reasons for its downfall. The once powerful Buddhist Sangha crumbled under the weight of corruption and disconnect with the laity. On one hand, there was declining state patronage for Buddhism, and on the other powerful changes were taking place in Hinduism. 
One of the most important figures in the history of Hinduism, Adi Shankaracharya, is credited with reforming Hinduism in the 7th century CE. Although he followed the monist philosophy of Advaita Vedanta, he introduced some accessible ritual elements in Hinduism and found a way of uniting sparring cults like Shaivism and Vaishnavism. He set up mathas or monastic institutions in several centres in India, which mimicked the Buddhist monasteries, and made daily worship simpler and more accessible to the layperson. Shankara’s ‘new Hinduism’ had something for everyone. Between the 7th and the 12th centuries CE, Buddhism continued in a downward spiral, even as many Buddhist temples were converted to Hindu ones. 
The final blow came in the form of Islamic invasions into India, starting with Muhammad Ghori’s campaign in 1175 CE. The Pala dynasty, which was among the last states to patronise Buddhism, also came to an end around the same time (circa. 1130 CE), thus effectively ending any visible Buddhist traditions in India. Some scholars are of the opinion that Buddhism never really disappeared from India. But it was clearly superseded by Hinduism in a way that was hardly recognisable for many centuries. (Lal)
Revival of Buddhism and Neo Buddhism in India
The Orientalist quest to uncover all things about ancient India led to the revival of an interest in Buddhism in the country from the 19th century CE onwards. 
Princep’s landmark deciphering of the Brahmi script, the translations of Pali and Sanskrit canons by Max Mueller and his contemporaries were among the turning points for this revival. It inspired a lot of new scholarship on the forgotten religion, but it is to B R Ambedkar that the true resurgence of Buddhism can be attributed in the modern period. Through his consistent criticism of Brahmin oppression against Dalits, and by personally converting to Buddha’s religion in 1956, he started a movement for Dalits called Navayana. Ambedkar proclaimed that this ‘new vehicle’ was a form of Buddhism that would free the teeming Dalit millions from centuries’-old Brahmin oppression. He was opposed to Mahatma Gandhi’s view that Hindu caste system could be reformed. (Schmidt-Leukel) 
Ambedkar is seen my many from the Dalit Bahujan Adivasi (DBA) community as their saviour and he is often ‘worshipped’ alongside the Buddha. Every year, thousands from the community convene in the central India city of Nagpur, at Chaitya Bhoomi, to participate in a mass conversion ceremony called the Dhammachakrapravartan Din. Here, they emulate their hero and become Buddhists during the festival of Dussehra in October-November, although their private religious practices may continue to resemble Hindu rituals. The younger, educated generation of the DBA community resents this, and in wanting to reclaim their spaces, often denounce Hinduism. Their numbers are yet small, but their voices are loud. 
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