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Abstract 

Siddhartha Gautama was the historical founder of Buddhism. He was born 

a Kshatriya warrior prince in Lumbini, present-day Nepal. The dates of his 

birth and death are still a point of controversy but most scholars "suggested 

that the Buddha died within approximately a few decades on either side of 400 

B.C.". His particular family of Sakya Kshatriyas were of Brahmin lineage as 

indicated by the family name "Gautama". 19th-century scholars, such as Eitel, 

connected it to the Brahmin Rishi Gautama. In many Buddhist texts, Buddha 

is said to be a descendant of the Brahmin Sage Angirasa.   

 

INTRODUCTION 

Buddha found patronage in the ruler of Magadha, emperor Bimbisara. The emperor 

accepted Buddhism as his personal faith and allowed the establishment of many 

Buddhist viharas. This eventually led to the renaming of the entire region as Bihar. At 

the Deer Park near Varanasi in northern India, Buddha set in motion Wheel of 

Dharma by delivering his first sermon to a group of five companions with whom he 

had previously sought enlightenment. Together with the Buddha they formed the 

first Sangha a monastic community of ordained Buddhist monks or nuns. According 

to the scriptures, later, after an initial reluctance, Buddha also established an order of 

nuns. Fully ordained Buddhist nuns are called bhikkhunis. Mahapajapati Gotami, the 

aunt and foster mother of Buddha, was the first bhikkhuni; she was ordained in the 

sixth century B.C.E. For the remaining years of his life, the Buddha is said to have 

traveled in the Gangetic Plain of Northeastern India and other regions.  
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Early Buddhism 

Early Buddhism remained centered on the Ganges valley, spreading gradually from its 

ancient heartland. The canonical sources record two councils, where the monastic 

Sangha established the textual collections based on the Buddha's teachings and settled 

certain disciplinary problems within the community. 

 

1st Buddhist council (5th century BC)  

The first Buddhist council was held just after Buddha's Parinirvana, and presided over 

by Gupta Mahakasyapa, one of His most senior disciples, at Rajagṛha (today's Rajgir) 

during the 5th century under the noble support of king Ajāthaśatru. The objective of 

the council was to record all of Buddha's teachings into the doctrinal teachings (sutra) 

and Abhidhamma and to codify the monastic rules (vinaya). Ananda, one of the 

Buddha's main disciples and his cousin, was called upon to recite the discourses and 

Abhidhamma of the Buddha, and Upali, another disciple, recited the rules of 

the vinaya. These became the basis of the Tripiṭaka (Three Baskets), which is 

preserved only in Pali. Actual record on the first Buddhist Council did not mention 

the existence of the Abhidhamma. It existed only after the second Council. 

 

2nd Buddhist council (4th century BC)  

The second Buddhist council was held at Vaisali following a dispute that had arisen in 

the Saṅgha over a relaxation by some monks of various points of discipline. 

Eventually it was decided to hold a second council at which the original Vinaya texts 

that had been preserved at the first Council were cited to show that these relaxations 

went against the recorded teachings of the Buddha. 

 

Asokan prolytism (c. 261 B.C.) 

The Mauryan Emperor Asoka (273–232 BC) converted to Buddhism after his bloody 

conquest of the territory of Kalinga (modern Odisha) in eastern India during 

the Kalinga War. Regretting the horrors and misery brought about by the conflict, the 

king magnanimously decided to renounce violence, to replace the misery caused by 

war with respect and dignity for all humanity. He propagated the faith by 

building stupasand pillars urging, amongst other things, respect of all animal life and 

enjoining people to follow the Dharma. Perhaps the finest example of these is 

the Great Stupa of Sanchi, (near Bhopal, India). It was constructed in the 3rd century 

BC and later enlarged. Its carved gates, called toranas, are considered among the 

finest examples of Buddhist art in India. He also built roads, hospitals, resthouses, 

universities and irrigation systems around the country. He treated his subjects as 
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equals regardless of their religion, politics or caste. This period marks the first spread 

of Buddhism beyond India to other countries. According to the plates and pillars left 

by Asoka (the edicts of Asoka), emissaries were sent to various countries in order to 

spread Buddhism, as far south as Sri Lanka and as far west as the Greek kingdoms, in 

particular the neighboring Greco-Bactrian Kingdom, and possibly even farther to the 

Mediterranean. In 3rd Buddhist council (c. 250 BC).  King Asoka convened the third 

Buddhist council around 250 BC at Pataliputra (today's Patna). It was held by the 

monk Moggaliputtatissa. The objective of the council was to purify the Saṅgha, 

particularly from non-Buddhist ascetics who had been attracted by the royal 

patronage. Following the council, Buddhist missionaries were dispatched throughout 

the known world. 

 

Rise of Mahayana (1st century BC–2nd century AD) 

Several scholars have suggested that the Prajnaparamita sutras, which are among the 

earliest Mahayana satras, 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 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 Kṛṣṇa River." A.K. Warder believes that "the 

Mahayana originated in the south of India and almost certainly in the Andhra 

country."  

 

The Two Fourth Councils  

The Fourth Council is said to have been convened in the reign of 

the Kashmir emperor Kaniska around 100 AD at Jalandhar or in Kashmir. Theravada 

Buddhism had its own Fourth Council in Sri Lanka about 200 years earlier in which 

the Pali canon was written down in toto for the first time. Therefore, there were two 

Fourth Councils: one in Sri Lanka (Theravada), and one in Kashmir (Sarvastivadin). It 

is said that for the Fourth Council of Kashmir, Kaniska gathered 500 monks headed 

by Vasumitra, partly, it seems, to compile extensive commentaries on 

the Abhidharma, although it is possible that some editorial work was carried out upon 

the existing canon itself. Allegedly during the council there were altogether three 

hundred thousand verses and over nine million statements compiled, and it took 

twelve years to complete. The main fruit of this council was the compilation of the 

vast commentary known as the Maha-Vibhasha ("Great Exegesis"), an extensive 

compendium and reference work on a portion of the Sarvastivadin Abhidharma. 

Scholars believe that it was also around this time that a significant change was made 
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in the language of the Sarvastivadin canon, by converting an earlier Prakrit version 

into Sanskrit.  

 

CONCLUSION  

After the end of the Kushans, Buddhism flourished in India during the dynasty of 

the Guptas (4th-6th century). Mahayana centers of learning were established, 

especially at Nalanda in north-eastern India, which was to become the largest and 

most influential Buddhist university for many centuries, with famous teachers such 

as Nagarjuna. The influence of the Gupta style of Buddhist art spread along with the 

faith from south-east Asia to China. Indian Buddhism had weakened in the 6th 

century following the White Hun invasions and Mihirkulas persecution. 

Xuanzang reported in his travels across India during the 7th century, of Buddhism 

being popular in Andhra, Dhanyakataka and Dravida, which area today roughly 

corresponds to the modern day Indian states of Andhra Pradesh and Tamil 

Nadu. While reporting many deserted stupas in the area around modern day Nepal and 

the persecution of Buddhists by Shashanka in the Kingdom of Gauda in modern-day 

West Bengal, Xuanzang complimented the patronage of Harṣavardana during the 

same period. After the Harṣavardana kingdom, the rise of many small kingdoms that 

led to the rise of the Rajputs across the gangetic plains and marked the end of 

Buddhist ruling clans along with a sharp decline in royal patronage until a revival 

under the Pala Empire in the Bengal region. Here Mahayana Buddhism flourished and 

spread to Tibet, Bhutan and Sikkim between the 7th and the 12th centuries before the 

Palas collapsed under the assault of the Hindu Sena dynasty.  
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