Introduction

The history of Buddhism spans almost 2,500 years from its origin in India
with Siddhattha Gotama (Pali, Skt Siddhirtha Gautama), through it
spread to most parts of Asia and, in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries,
10 the West. Richard Gombrich holds that the Buddha was “one of the most
brilliant and original thinkers of all time’ (2009: vii), whose “ideas should
form part of the education of every child, the world over’, which ‘would
make the world a more civilized place, both gentler and more intelligent’
(Gombrich, 2009: 1), and with Buddhism, at least in numerical terms, as
‘the greatest movement in the entire history of human ideas’ (Gombrich,
2009: 194). While its fortunes have waxed and waned over the ages, over half
of the present world population live in areas where it is, or has been, a
dominant cultural force.

The English term ‘Buddhism’ correcdy indicates thar the religion is
characterized by a devotion to ‘the Buddha', "‘Buddhas’ or ‘buddha-hood’.
‘Buddha’ is not a proper name, but a descriptive title meaning ‘Awakened
One’ or ‘Enlightened One’. This implies that most people are scen, in a
spiritual sense, as being asleep ~ unaware of how things really are. As ‘Buddha’
hnlk.iuhwldnmbtmdaam.sh.hmk ‘Buddha taught
that ...". In many contexts, ‘the Buddha' is specific enough, meaning the
wukmnmhmy.comsFmbwhdmmwghdn
Buddhist tradition has postulated other Buddhas who have lived on carth
in distant past ages, or who will do so in the future. The later tradition also

the existence of many Buddhas currently existing in other pars
of the universe. All such Buddhas, known as semmd-sambuddhas (Ske
sarmpyak-sambuddhas), or ‘perfect fully Awakened Ones’, are nevertheles
scen as occurring only rarely within the vast and ancient cosmos. More
common are those who are ‘buddhas’ in a lesser sense, who have awakened
to the nature of reality by practising in accordance with the guidance of a
perfect Buddha such as Gotama. The Tibetan tradition also recognizes certain
humans as manifestations on earth of Buddhas of other world-systems.
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As ‘Buddha’ does not refer to a unique individual, Buddhism'.,lm
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emphasis in Buddhism is on the reachings of the B“d‘u“(’)-lndd\,
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personality, and then ‘wake up’ from restricting delusions. delusions
Mmmlﬂﬁmmﬁdmformin&ﬁdmmwh
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the "Dhamma’ (Skt Dharma): the patterns of reality and cosmic 1.
orderliness discovered by the Buddha(s), &nddhhtmdm-.v‘.h‘
Buddhist path of practice, and the goal of Buddhism, the timeless
Nmmmmﬁmwmaw
ing, practising and realizing Dhamma.

The most important bearers of the Buddhist tradition have been the
nmhndmubnﬁwdnm&dgha‘@nnmniqﬁpm
approximately a hundred years after the death of Gotama, certain differ.
ences arose in the Sanghs, which gradually led to the development of 3
number of monastic fraternities (mikdyas), each following a slightly different
monastic code, and to different schools of thought (nddas). All branches of
h&ﬁum“%ﬁmbﬂwmmoﬁudd\eaﬂy
fraternities; but of the early schools of thought, only that which became
known as the Theravida has continued to this day. Its name indicates that it
purports to follow the ‘teaching’ of the ‘Elders’ (Pali Thera, Skt Sthasirg) of
dnﬁmadiun(mp,&.“hhunmmdmdmdc.ithuhpdm
to what we know of the early teachings of Buddhism, and preserved their
emphasis on attaining liberation by one's own efforts, using the Diamma a3
guide. Around the beginning of the Christian era, a movement began which
led 10 2 new style of Buddhism known as the Mahdyina, or ‘Great Vehidle
This has been more overtly innovative, so that for many centuries, Indian
Mahiyinists continued to compose new scriptures. The Mahiyina is
characterized by a more overt emphasis on compassion, devotion t©
number of holy saviour beings, and several sophisticated philosophies,
developed by extending the implications of the earlier teachings. In the
course of time, in India and beyond, the Mahiyina produced many schools
of its own, such as Zen. One group of these which developed by the
sixth century in India, and is sometimes seen as separate from the
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is known as the Mantranaya, or the ‘Path of Mantras’. It is
mostly the same as the Mahdyina in its doctrines, but developed a range of
powerful new practices to attain the goals of the Mahdyina, such as the
meditative repetitions of sacred words of power (muantras) and complex
visualization practices. It is based on tamras or complex systems of ritual,
symbolism and meditation, and its form from the late seventh century is
known as the Vajrayina, or "Vehicle of the Thunderbolt’.

Our knowledge of the teachings of the Buddha is based on several
canons of scripture, which derive from the early Sangha's oral transmission
of bodies of teachings agreed on at several councils. The Theravidin ‘Pali
Canon' is preserved in the Pali language, which is based upon a dialect
close to that spoken by the Buddha, Old Migadhi. It is the most complete
extant early canon, and contains some of the earliest material. Most of its

are in fact the common property of all Buddhist schools, being
simply the teachings which the Theravidins preserved from the early
common stock. While parts of the Pali Canon clearly originated after
the time of the Buddha, much must derive from his teachings. There is an
overall harmony to the Canon, suggesting ‘authorship’ of its system of
thought by one mind. Given that the Buddha taught for forty-five years,
some signs of development in teachings may simply reflect changes during
this period. Some promising attempts at relative dating rely on criteria of
style, and comparisons of related texts in different canons are now pro-
ducing good results. These canons gradually diverged as different floating
oral traditions were drawn on, and systematizing texts peculiar 1o cach
school were added. Many of the minor differences within and berween
canons, however, can be seen to be due to the way in which oral traditions
always produce several different permutations of essentially the same story
or teachings.

The early canons contain a section on Vinaye, or monastic discipline, one
on Sustas (Skx Sérras), or ‘discourses’ of the Buddha, and some contain one
on Abbidhamma (Skt Abbidharma), or ‘further veachings’, which system-
atizes the Susta-teachings in the form of detailed analyses of human expe-
rience. The main teachings of Buddhism are contained in the Swesas, which
in the Pali Canon are divided into five Nikdyas or ‘Collections’, the first four
(sixteen volumes) generally being the older. In other carly canons, the five
divisions paralleling the Nikdyas are called Agamas. The Pali Canon was one
of the earliest to be written down, this being in Sri Lanka in around 20 ncE,
after which little, if any, new material was added to it. There are also sections
of six non-Theravidin early canons preserved in Chinese and Tibetan
translations, fragments of a Sanskrit Canon still existing in Nepal, and
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. works, historical chronicles, and many volumes of commen.
Mm clear introduction to many points of Buddhist docrrine j
the Milindapariha (Milinda’s Questions), which purports to record convey.

s between a Buddhist monk and Milmda‘(Mcmn.du: €. 155~130 BCE), 5
king of Greek ancestry. Another is the Visuddhimagga (Pach of Puification)
a very influential Theravida compendium of meditation practices and dc.
trine, written by Buddhaghosa (fifth century CE).

Mahiyina texts were composed from around the first century s,
originating as written, not oral, works. In time, they were recorded in 5
form of the Indian prestige language, Sanskrit. While many are attributed 1o
the Buddha, their form and content clearly show that they were later re.
statements and extensions of the Buddha's message. The main sources for
our understanding of Mahdyina teachings are the very extensive Chinese
and Tibetan Buddhist Canons. While most of the Pali Canon has been
translated into English, only selected texts from these have been translaged
into Western languages, though much progress is being made. For some
details on the three main extant Canons, see Appendix I.

While Buddhism is now only a minority religion within the borders of
modern India, its spread beyond India means that it is currenty found in
three main cultural areas. These are those of: ‘Southern Buddhism', where
the Theravida school is found, along with some elements incorporated
from the Mahiyina; ‘Eastern Buddhism', where the Chinese transmission
of Mahiyina Buddhism is found; and the area of Tibetan culture,
‘Northern Buddhism’, which is the heir of late Indian Buddhism, where
the Mantranaya/Vajrayina version of the Mahiyina is the dominant form.
Ommudldmul}hdudlmmﬁnbmdmofthe “tree’ of Buddhism,
though as all parts o a tree are genetically identical, this underplays the
differences that have developed within Buddhism over time. Yet one can
trace a series of transformations linking early and later forms in a causal

continuum; just as Buddhism says that a person in one life and the next
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branches. The fifth edition (2005) of the Robinson and Johnson book
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the three main cultural forms of Buddhism are in a sense different ‘worlds’.
Yet this downplays the continuities and the many connections in the vast
network of Buddhism.

Buddhism's concentration on the essentials of spiritual development has
meant that it has been able to co-exist both with other major religions and
with popular folk traditions which catered for people’s desire for a variety of
rituals. There has hardly ever been a ‘wholly Buddhist” society, if this means
a kind of religious one-party state. Buddhism has been t -
ing to different cultures while ng its own somewhat fluid borders by a

t of other traditions. [ts style has been to offer invitations to
~several Tevels of spiritual practice for those who have been ready to commit
themselves. In Southern Buddhist lands, worship of pre-Buddhist nature
gods has continued, while, especially in Sri Lanka, Buddhists also worship
gods whose cults are Indian in origin. Most Buddhists would not see this as
a betrayal of Buddhism, but just an attempt to interact with minor powers
of the cosmos for some worldly advantage: like a person asking a member of
parliament to try and help him. In Northern Buddhism, a similar relation-
ship exists with the indigenous Bon religion of Tibet. In China, Taiwan,
Korea and Vietnam, Buddhism has co-existed with Confucianism ~ more a
system of social philosophy than a religion, the Daoist religion and much
folk religion. People would often partake of elements of all these traditions.
In Japan, Buddhism has existed alongside the indigenous nature-orientated
religion of Shintd, and the Confucianism that it brought with it from
China. Traditionally, people would be married by Shintd rites and buried
with Buddhist ones. In China (which now includes Tibet), North Korea,
Vietnam and Laos, Buddhism exists under Communist governments.
Chinese Communists persecuted Buddhism and vandalized its temples
during the Cultural Revolution (1966-76), but the government has since
been casing up on it, so as to allow a gentle resurgence in China proper, and
a continuation of the very strong Buddhist culture of Tibet. The religion
remains oppressed in North Korea, but is reasonably strong in Laos and
Vietnam. In Mongolia, regions of the Russian Federation, and Cambodia,
Buddhism is strengthening after previous Communist periods.

The number of Buddhists in the world is as follows (see Chapeer 12 for
detailed breakdowns): Southern Buddhism, 190 million; Northern Buddhism
18.2 million; Eastern Buddhism, approximately 360 million. There are also
around 7 million Buddhists outside Asia (see Chapter 13). This gives an
overall total of around 535 million Buddhists in the world ~ 7.8 per cent of
the total 2010 world population of 6,852 million — though in East Asia, there
are at least another 200 million who relate to Buddhism 1o a fair extent.
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