


PUBLICATIONS DE L'INSTITUT ORIENTALISTE DE LOUVAIN 

36 

~~TIENNE LAMOTTE 

HISTORY 
OF 

INDIAN BUDDHISM 

FROM THE ORIGINS TO THE SAKA ERA 

translated from the French by 
Sara WEBB-BOIN 

under the supervision of 
Jean  DAN^ 

U N I V E R S I T ~  CATHOLIQUE DE LOWAIN 

INSTITUT ORIENTALISTE 

LOUVAIN-LA-NEUVE 

1988 



Scientific Supervision 
Jean DANTINNE 

Contributors 
Jean-Marie VERPOORTEN 

Philippe CAES 
Edith GERSAY-WOOD 

Collaborators 
Sophie JACQUES 

Carmen LORENZO 
Claire GRUSLIN 

Original French Edition 
Histoire du Bouddhisme Indien, 

des origines a /'ire ~ a k a ,  
Bibliotheque du MusPon, Louvain, 1958; 

Reprint 1967; 
2"d Reprint P.I.O.L. - Louvain-la-Neuve, 1976. 

PEETERS PRESS 
LOUVAIN-PARIS 



@ lnstitut Orientalisle de I'Universite Catholique de Louvain 
College Erasme, 

Place Blaise Pascal, 1 
B- 1348 Louvain-la-Neuve 

0 Peeters Prcss Louvaiu-Paris 

Orders should be sent to: 
Peeters Press, P.O.B. 41. B-3000 Louvain 

lSSN 0 7 6 -  1265 
ISBN 90-683 1 - 100-X 



FOREWORD 

It is unanimously agreed that Professor Etienne Lamotte's 
mastery of Buddhist Scriptures is displayed on every page of his 
impressive Hisfoire du Bouddhisme Indien. Hence, it is not surpris- 
ing that as soon as this epoch-making book was published, it 
quickly became so famous and renowned that introducing such a 
masterpiece seems to be pointless. 

His friends, colleagues and disciples, have spoken at length 
about the scholar and his work, and in much better terms than I 
would ever be able to do. Therefore, my task being easier, I feel 
that the best way of paying tribute to Professor E. Lamotte's 
,memory is to depict briefly the attitude that we have deliberately 
adopted, from the very moment we undertook the responsability 
of revising the English translation of one of the finest pieces of 
scholarship among his huge scientific production. 

From the start, all the contributors were deeply convinced that 
their primary task was to preserve the essence of the original and 
try to render the flavour of Professor E. Lamotte's vivid and 
brilliant style, even if this sometimes meant clashing with the new 
trends that characterize present day Buddhist scholarship. From 
the beginning, the dilemma proved to be very crucial indeed, 
namely when we were confronted with the problem of translating 
accurately the Buddhist technical terms: it soon became obvious 
that the main difficulty was due to the majority of the basic terms 
being given different meanings throughout the book, in order to 
fit the context within which they were used. I was one of the 
happy few who had the privilege of knowing Professor E. La- 
motte, and I believe the only likely explanation is the assumption 
that the Histoire du Bouddhisme Indien is entirely the product of 
the phenomenal memory with which the famous scholar was 
endowed. 

To quote briefly even a few examples would be beyond the 
scope of this foreword, and would be bound to degenerate into a 
barren debate between specialists. The form of the index of 
technical terms illustrates clearly the kind of preoccupations we 
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had to cope with, and, at the same time, exemplifies the compro- 
mise we have finally decided to adopt. 

The broad outline of the project was initiated by Professor 
Suzanne Van Riet of the Universitt catholique de Louvain, 
director of the Publications de 1'Institut Orientaliste de Louvain 
(P.I.O.L.) in July 1985, and, for the main part, was carried out 
and achieved by Mrs Sarah Webb-Boin, whose English transla- 
tions of Professor E. Lamotte's other works enjoy a very high 
reputation. Thanks to her outstanding ability as a translator, she 
produced, in a relatively short time, a high-standard, fluent 
English translation, very close to the French original. We are all 
glad to have the opportunity to express openly our deepest 
gratitude for her painstaking efforts, which have greatly contribut- 
ed to the successful completion of the whole enterprise. In the 
course of the revision process, Mrs S. Webb-Boin constantly 
made many valuable suggestions that considerably facilitated the 
task of the revision team, while enabling us to concentrate on a 
close scrutiny of particularly controversial doctrinal matters. 

It is plain to everyone that Buddhist scholarship is becoming 
more and more prolific: new archaeological remains come to light, 
new inscriptions are discovered, texts in Buddhist Sanskrit or 
Priikrits, unearthed from ruined stfipas, are deciphered and pu- 
blished. All those elements open up new prospects to a deeper 
knowledge of certain aspects of Indian Buddhism, and contribute 
to a better approach to the history of Buddhist doctrine. Those 
factors have been taken into account for compiling a bibliogra- 
phical supplement which lists the titles of the leading works and 
essential articles which can shed new light on specific topics. Far 
from being exhaustive, we have deliberately preferred to be 
selective by focusing on carefully selected fields of interest, such as : 
the personality and the religious policy of king ASoka, the newly 
discovered ASokan inscriptions, the irritating, unsolved problem 
of the origin of Mahiyiina. We decided not to mention the 
numerous Japanese works dealing with those subjects, bearing in 
mind that these publications, irrespective of their intrinsic value, 
are accessible only to a limited number of Buddhist scholars 
capable of mastering the Japanese language. 

The index has been thoroughly revised, completed and, in 
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some respects, improved. The transcriptions of the Chinese terms 
have been converted into the Wade-Giles system of transcription, 
which is more familiar to English-speaking readers and still widely 
used, though considerably rivalled by the pinyin system. 

As already mentioned, the Sanskrit technical terms have been 
extracted from the (general) index, and have been regrouped into 
a separate index; according to the order of the devaniigari alpha- 
bet. It should be pointed out that for some important terms, the 
English renderings of the different meanings used by Professor E. 
Lamotte are followed, in brackets, by one or several English 
equivalents which we feel are better suited to the commonly 
accepted norms of contemporary Buddhist terminology. 

The table of contents has been amended accordingly. Concern- 
ing geographical maps, the locations of all important sites have 
been carefully checked against those on bigger scale maps; while 
some new localities, where important new discoveries have taken 
place, have been added. 

Finally, as the French edition is the "root-text" to be consulted 
whenever doubts arise, reference has been made throughout to the 
pagination of this edition. 

Needless to say a project of such amplitude could never have 
been successfully carried out without close co-operation between 
Mrs S. Webb-Boin and the members of the revision team who, in 
addition to their respective specialist contributions in their own 
spheres of responsability, gave me their full support at a high 
level, by making invaluable suggestions. 

All of us feel greatly indebted to Professor S. Van Riet for 
having provided the financial support at top level, with funds 
supplied by the P.I.O.L., and for having found adequate solu- 
tions to intricate and apparently insolvable administrative pro- 
blems to everybody's satisfaction. 

My warmest thanks go to my friend and collaborator Jean- 
Marie Verpoorten (Ph.D.) for having efficiently prepared, co-ordi- 
nated and put the finishing touches to the multiple activities of the 
revision team, composed of Miss Sophie Jacques, Miss Carmen 
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PREFACE 

v Every year, the number of publications devoted to the life of 
$iikyamuni and to Buddhist philosophy increases but, in contrast, 
histories of Buddhism are rare and show signs of being outdated. * 

The Introduction a I'histoire du bouddhisme indien by Eugkne 
Burnouf dates from 1845, the Geschiedenis van her Buddhisme in 
Indie by J.A. Kern goes back to 1882-84, while the manuals of 
Indian studies such as L'Inde classique by L. Renou and J. Filliozat 
(1947-53), the histories of religions such as Die Religionen 
lndiens by H .  von Glasenapp (1943) and the histories of philoso- 
phy such as Die Philosophie der Inder by H .  von Glasenapp (1949) 
and the Geschichte der indischen Philosophie by E. Frauwallner 
(1953-56) contain, it is true, excellent historical summaries but 
inevitably limited to generalities. 

Since the time of Burnouf and Kern, the discovery of new 
Indian manuscripts, the analysis of Chinese and Tibetan sources, 
epigraphical findings and archaeological discoveries have increa- 
sed the information available and the time has come to re-write 
the history of Buddhism from these new data. 

In reponse to a kind invitation by Alfred Foucher, a few days 
before his death, the author has attempted here to retrace the 
history of the first centuries of Buddhism from the very beginning 
(sixth century B.C.) to the start of the $aka era (end of the first 

vl century A.D.). The period concerned practically embraces the 
history of early, or to use the traditional expression, Sthavirian 
Buddhism. 

Whatever al-Biriini may have said, India had her historians. 
Without speaking of the genealogies (v&iivali) compiled by the 
royal houses, the chronicles such as the D@a- and Mahivqsa ,  
the Rijatararigini, the Goipzgavycikarana, the MaiijuirimClakalpa, 
even the Aiokivadina, demonstrate clearly enough the existence 
of an historical or pseudohistorical literature. Nevertheless, the 
Buddhist sources tend, in general, to move on an abstract level of 
ideas and, if they explain the doctrine of $iikyamuni and the great 
scholars in detail, if they give a detailed description of the 
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functioning of the order of bhiksus and bhiksunis, they are 
almost completely devoid of historical or chronological indica- 
tions. The philosophia perennis willingly disregards time and space. 

However, the relationship between political and spiritual histo- 
ry is very close. Without the favours of an Aioka, how would the 
disciples of the Siikya have ever been distinguished from the 
Mundadvakas, Jiitilakas, Magandikas, Tedandikas, Aviruddha- 
kas and other obscure sects only the names of which are known to 
us today? If accidents of history had not brought the Buddhists 
into contact with the Greeks, Scythians, Parthians, KuSlnas, 
Serindians and the Chinese, would they, still today, constitute the 
most widespread of universal religions? 

Our first concern was to replace Buddhism within the historical 
framework it lacked, to extract it from the world of ideas where it 
deliberately confined itself in order to bring it back to earth. It is 

VII hoped that we have succeeded, at least to a certain degree, by 
means of a constant recourse to inscriptions, the systematic 
analysis of the chronicles and the correct arrangement of the 
geographical information supplied by Chinese pilgrims and which 
are largely confirmed by archaeological discoveries. Nevertheless, 
too many dates remain approximate and purely conjectural if they 
are not confirmed by the writings of Greek and Latin historians 
or Chinese annalists. 

The first five chapters begin with a description of Indian history 
in which Buddhist facts are enclosed. 

During the sixth century B.C. this history was dominated by the 
Republican States and the smaller kingdoms which made up the 
sixteen "Great Countries" of northern India. It was in the area of 
the Middle Ganges, especially in Magadha, that the Buddha 
$iikyamuni preached his four noble Truths and founded a 
religious order of mendicant monks who were supported mate- 
rially by a lay community. 

As its name indicates, the Magadhan period (546-324 B.C.) was 
marked by the constant growth of the kingdom of Magadha 
under the dynasties of the Haryankas, S i S u n ~ ~ a s  and Nandas, and 
the settlement of Aryan colonizers in the island of Ceylon. 
However, North-West India, conquered by Alexander the Great, 
became the theatre of battles between the Diadochi. During this 
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troubled period, Buddhism was undergoing a difficult birth. 
Nevertheless, the monks were able to lay the foundations of their 
canonical writings and to organize themselves under the direction 
of their disciplinary leaders and Dharma masters. 

Completely dominated by the great figure of the Emperor 
VIII Aioka, the Mauryan period (324-187 B.C.) saw the expansion of 

Buddhism throughout India as a whole and its implantation in the 
island of Ceylon. Even more than the texts, the archaeological 
discoveries enable us to follow this progress step by step. The 
council of Piipiliputra was marked by dissensions between the 
monks; then, Mahiideva's heresy widened the gap and, finally, the 
schism of the Mahiidmghikas split the Buddhist monks into two 
rival parties. 

The period of the Sungas and Yavanas (187-30 B.C.) constitu- 
ted a critical period during which Buddhism, while making some 
progress, had to face many difficulties. In the Ganges Basin, King 
Pusyamitra and his successors adopted an openly hostile attitude 
towards the monks, and the devout, monotheistic movement 
which was inaugurated by the Visnuite sects counterbalanced the 
influence of the Good Law. In contrast, in the North-West, certain 
Indo-Greek kings, especially Menander, relied on Buddhism to 
assert their authority. In Ceylon, the kings Dutthagiimaa and 
Vattagiimaa set up an increasing number of religious foundations 
and the latter favoured the writing down of the canonical texts. 
The Suriga period also witnessed the inception and efflorescence 
of the early school of sculpture in central India, the main centres 
of which were Bhiirhut, Bodh-GayH and Siiiici. 

The Sakas and Pahlavas (100 B.C.-75 A.D.), who succeeded the 
Greeks in the north-west and soon seized the western coast, also 
ended by showing favour to Buddhism, and several Scythian 
satraps set themselves up as benefactors of the Community. In 
order to reach those simple souls, Buddhist propaganda had to 

IX simplify its methods and adapt its teachings somewhat. Supported 
by these new masters and with the goodwill of the first kings of 
the Dekkhan, the disciples of Siikyamuni got into the habit of 
carving their temples and dwellings out of bare rock. This rock- 
carved architecture, which was inaugurated during the Scythian 
era in the western Ghiits, was to continue for many centuries. 
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The chronological account of the first six centuries of Buddhism 
is followed by two chapters, one of which is devoted to the sects 
and the other to the Buddhist religion. 

Sthavirian Buddhism or the Hinaylna consists in the main of 
eighteen sects the nature and formation of which pose some 
critical problems. The origin and doctrinal position of these 
schools needed to be clarified, their geographical distribution 
defined, and the various contradictory lists compiled from age to 
age by the early authors subjected to a comparative study. These 
sects contributed greatly to the philosophical elaboration of the 
truths that were taught by Siikyamuni and led to noteworthy 
progress in the Abhidharma, i.e. philosophical speculation. How- 
ever, their main work was to have popularized the Word of the 
Buddha by transposing it into as many languages as was necessary 
to ensure its greatest propagation. 

Therefore, the chapter devoted to the sects deals with the 
formation of the Buddhist languages: early Mlgadhi, Plli, Priikrit 
of the North-West, hybrid Sanskrit and, finally, Buddhist San- 
skrit. We do not claim that we have found the solution to all the 
problems posed, but we hope we have provided the data. 

At the beginning of the new era, Buddhism, from the philoso- 
phico- mystical message that it had been at the outset, became 

x transformed into a true religion, with a deified Buddha, a mytho- 
logy, an hagiography, and a cult deeply interwoven with a 
messianic expectation. The study of this evolution forms the 
subject of chapter 7. It contains a detailed account of the legend 
of the Buddha, a legend in which the influence of the popular and 
lay sphere on the evolution of religious ideas can be assessed. 

Throughout this work, an attempt has been made to adhere as 
closely as possible to the sources by refemng to them, as it were, 
on every line. Nevertheless, the fact that there is much that is 
legendary and contradictory about them cannot be hidden. 

The Buddhist tradition is steeped in the marvellous. Belittled by 
some schools and exaggerated by others, the marvellous is ubiqui- 
tous. We have accepted it as such without attempting to eliminate 
it in the name of western rationalism. To disregard it would be to 
offer the reader a caricature of Buddhism and still not attain 
historical truth. It is not enough to discard the legend in order to 



( X - m  PREFACE XXV 

discern the reality of the facts. By leaving the marvellous the place 
it has always occupied in the sources, we believe we have given a 
more faithful image of the mentality of the Buddha's disciples. 
And it is this mentality which is the true object of our research 
and not a fleeting and elusive historical certainty. Moreover, 
comparing the sources and checking the texts against iconogra- 
phical documents is often enough to disperse the most obvious 
fictions and to present the tradition in the most favourable light. 

More delicate is the attitude to be adopted with regard to the 
contradictions with which the texts teem. The Brahmanical, Jaina 
and Buddhist sources rarely agree and, inside Buddhism, the 

XI Sinhalese chronicle often deviates from the written or oral tradi- 
tions which prevailed on the Indian continent, and adopts a 
different chronological computation. Completely opposed versions 
of one and the same fact circulated. There are no less than six 
different dates proposed for the schism of the Mahiislmghlkas 
(pp. 286-289) and the disappearance of the Good Law is foreseen 
at a date which varies between the year 500 and the year 12,000 
after the Buddha's Nirvfina (pp. 192-1 98). 

We could reconcile and attempt to harmonize the sources, and 
it would be enough to disregard such and such a textual variation, 
to say that a particular passage is interpolated or to identify 
people with different names, such as Upagupta and Moggaliputta- 
tissa (p. 254). Such a method is, if not justified, at least ingenious 
when it is a matter of a point of detail which could be dealt with 
in a few pages. However, adopted as a working method and 
applied throughout a whole book, it would be bordering on farce. 

We have not been afraid here to emphasize viewpoints or 
pointout contradictions, but we have been careful to classify them 
chronologically in order to draw out the lines of a revealing 
evolution of the mentality and intentions of the early authors. 
Thanks to this method, we will see how, for example, the tradition 
concerning the first two Buddhist councils was exploited in the 
course of time for very different purposes (pp. 132-1 39). 

With regard to the problem of foreign influences exerted on 
Buddhism, we have been very cautious. If Buddhism, which 
voluntarily opened itself to all beings, can legitimately claim the 
title of a universal religion, if in the course of time it conquered 
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