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Abstract 

Buddhism is a world religion, which arose in and around the ancient Kingdom 

of Magadha (now in Bihar, India), and is based on the teachings of Siddhartha 

Gautama who was deemed a "Buddha" ("Awakened One"). Buddhism spread 

outside of Magadha starting in the Buddha's lifetime. With the reign of the 

Buddhist Mauryan Emperor Ashoka, the Buddhist community split into two 

branches: the Mahasaṃghika and the Sthaviravada, each of which spread 

throughout India and split into numerous sub-sects. In modern times, two 

major branches of Buddhism exist: the Theravada in Sri Lanka and Southeast 

Asia, and the Mahayana throughout the Himalayas and East Asia.  

 

INTRODUCTION 

Buddhism remains the primary or a major religion in the Himalayan areas 

such as Sikkim, Ladakh, Arunachal Pradesh, the Darjeeling hills in West 

Bengal, and the Lahaul and Spiti areas of upper Himachal Pradesh. Remains 

have also been found in Andhra Pradesh, the origin 

of Mahayana Buddhism. Buddhism has been reemerging in India since the 

past century, due to its adoption by many Indian intellectuals, the migration of 

Buddhist Tibetan exiles, and the mass conversion of hundreds of thousands of 

Hindu Dalits. According to the 2001 census, Buddhists make up 0.8% of 

India's population, or 7.95 million individuals.  Buddha was born in Lumbini, 

in Nepal, to a Kapilvastu King of the Shakya Kingdom named Suddhodana. 

After asceticism and meditation which was a Samana practice, the Buddha 

discovered the Buddhist Middle way a path of moderation away from the 

extremes of self-indulgence and self-mortification. Siddhartha Gautama 

attained enlightenment sitting under a pipal tree, now known as the Bodhi 

tree in Bodh Gaya, India. Gautama, from then on, was known as "The 

Perfectly Self-Awakened One," the Samyaksambuddha.  
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Buddhists 

Followers of Buddhism, called Buddhists in English, referred to themselves 

as Saugata. Other terms were Sakyans or Sakyabhiksu in ancient India. 

 Sakyaputto was another term used by Buddhists, as well as Ariyasavako 

and Jinaputto. Buddhist scholar Donald S. Lopez asserts they also used the 

term Bauddha, although scholar Richard Cohen asserts that that term was used 

only by outsiders to describe Buddhists. The Buddha did not appoint any 

successor, and asked his followers to work toward liberation. The teachings of 

the Buddha existed only in oral traditions. The Sangha held a number 

of Buddhist councils in order to reach consensus on matters of Buddhist 

doctrine and practice. Mahakasyapa, a disciple of the Buddha, presided over 

the first Buddhist council held at Rajagṛ ha. Its purpose was to recite and 

agree on the Buddha's actual teachings and on monastic discipline. Some 

scholars consider this council fictitious. The Second Buddhist Council is said 

to have taken place at Vaisali. Its purpose was to deal with questionable 

monastic practices like the use of money, the drinking of palm wine, and other 

irregularities; the council declared these practices unlawful. What is 

commonly called the Third Buddhist Council was held at Pataliputra, and was 

allegedly called by Emperor Asoka in the 3rd century BCE. Organized by the 

monk Moggaliputta Tissa, it was held in order to rid the sangha of the large 

number of monks who had joined the order because of its royal patronage.  

 

Early Buddhism Schools 

The Early Buddhist Schools were the various schools in which pre-sectarian 

Buddhism split in the first few centuries after the passing away of the Buddha 

(in about the 5th century BCE). The earliest division was between the 

majority Mahasaṃghika and the minority Sthaviravada. Some existing 

Buddhist traditions follow the vinayas of early Buddhist schools. Theravada: 

practiced mainly in Sri 

Lanka, Myanmar, Thailand, Cambodia, Laosand Bangladesh. Dharmaguptaka 

followed in China, Korea, Vietnam and Taiwan. Mulasarvastivada  followed 

in Tibetan Buddhism. The Dharmaguptakas made more efforts than any other 

sect to spread Buddhism outside India, to areas such as Afghanistan, Central 

Asia, and China, and they had great success in doing so. Therefore, most 

countries which adopted Buddhism from China, also adopted the 

Dharmaguptaka vinaya and ordination lineage for bhikṣus and bhikṣuṇis. 

During the early period of Chinese Buddhism, the Indian Buddhist sects 

recognized as important, and whose texts were studied, were the 

Dharmaguptakas, Mahisasakas, Kasyapiyas, Sarvastivadins, and the 

Mahasaṃghikas. Complete vinayas preserved in the Chinese Buddhist 
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canon include the Mahisasaka Vinaya, Mahasaṃghika 

Vinaya, Dharmaguptaka Vinaya, Sarvastivda Vinaya, and 

the Mulasarvastivada Vinaya.  

 

Mahayana 

Several scholars have suggested that the Prajnaparamita sutras, which are 

among the earliest Mahayana genre, along with texts concerning Aksobhya 

Buddha, which were probably written down in the 1st century BCE in the 

south of India.Guang Xing states, "Several scholars have suggested that the 

Prajnaparamita probably developed among the Mahasaṃghikas in southern 

India, in the Andhra country, on the Krsna River."A.K. Warder believes that 

"the sūtras developed among the Mahasamghika along the Krsna River in 

the Andhra region of South India. The earliest Mahayana sutras to include the 

very first versions of the Prajnaparamita  Mahayana originated in the south of 

India and almost certainly in the Andhra country." Anthony Barber and Sree 

Padma note that "historians of Buddhist thought have been aware for quite 

some time that such pivotally important Mahayana Buddhist thinkers 

as Nagarjuna, Dignaga, Candrakirti, Aryadeva, and Bhavaviveka, among 

many others, formulated their theories while living in Buddhist communities 

in Andhra." They note that the ancient Buddhist sites in the lower Krsna 

Valley, including Amaravati, Nagarjunakonda and Jaggayyapeṭ a "can be 

traced to at least the third century BCE, if not earlier." Akira Hirakawa notes 

the "evidence suggests that many Early Mahayana scriptures originated in 

South India." 

 

Strengthening of Buddhism in India 

During the sixth and fifth centuries B.C.E.(Before Common Era), commerce 

and cash became increasingly important in an economy previously dominated 

by self-sufficient production and bartered exchange. Merchants found 

Buddhist moral and ethical teachings an attractive alternative to the esoteric 

rituals of the traditional Brahmin priesthood, which seemed to cater 

exclusively to Brahmin interests while ignoring those of the new and emerging 

social classes."  "Furthermore, Buddhism was prominent in communities of 

merchants, who found it well suited to their needs and who increasingly 

established commercial links throughout the Mauryan empire." "Merchants 

proved to be an efficient vector of the Buddhist faith, as they established 

diaspora communities in the string of oasis towns-Merv, Bukhara, Samarkand, 

Kashgar, Khotan, Kuqa, Turpan, Dunhuang - that served as lifeline of the silk 

roads through central Asia 
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CONCLUSION 

The Maurya empire reached its peak at the time of emperor Asoka, who 

converted to Buddhism under the influence of his Buddhist wife and Empress 

consort Devi after the Battle of Kalinga. This heralded a long period of 

stability under the Buddhist emperor. The power of the empire was vast—

ambassadors were sent to other countries to propagate Buddhism. Greek 

envoy Megasthenes describes the wealth of the Mauryan capital. Stupas, 

pillars and edicts on stone remain at Sanchi, Sarnath and Mathura, indicating 

the extent of the empire. Emperor Asoka the Great (304 BCE–232 BCE) was 

the ruler of the Maurya Empire from 273 BCE to 232 BCE. Asoka reigned 

over most of India after a series of military campaigns. Emperor Asoka's 

kingdom stretched from South Asia and beyond, from present-day parts 

of Afghanistan in the north and Balochistan in the 

west to Bengal and Assam in the east, and as far south as Mysore. According 

to legend, emperor Asoka was overwhelmed by guilt after the conquest 

of Kalinga, following which he accepted Buddhism as personal faith with the 

help of his Brahmin mentors Radhasvami and Manjusri. Asoka established 

monuments marking several significant sites in the life of Sakyamuni Buddha, 

and according to Buddhist tradition was closely involved in the preservation 

and transmission of Buddhism. 
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