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Preface

Until the last century the Buddha was probably the most influential
thinker in human history. His teaching prospered throughout the
subcontinent of India for more than 1500 years, and in that time it
changed and diversified at least as much as Christianity did in its first
1500 years in Europe. By the thirteenth century ap, when the power of
Buddhism was broken in its original home, it had long since spread to
the Himalayas, East Asia, Central Asia, and Sri Lanka, and it was
making its way into South-East Asia. Buddhism’s history in those
regions was as complicated as it had already been in India.

I have not attempted to explain such a vast matter in this short book. |
have only recounted the life of the Buddha and described the genesis
and significance of his teaching. | have tried, however, to phrase this
account so the reader will be able to see why Buddhism moved so easily
across continents and survived so well through the centuries.
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Note: This map includes geographical
terms mentioned in the text, together
with some modern names given in
square brackets.
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Map 1. Northern India and Nepal.



IR AERSET HRREBRG S,
TESHR o HATE .

0 250 500 /v B

0 150 300 EH

BETH

R
[I/R&% ] ‘

>

[ ST ]

[+ ]

HB 1. BRI iR



B3R

HEHEZ x
WEBEF xv

O xv

F—F it m
£8 REAFEMRBHER 122
BT HE 139

EUE FE e

FRE LEMER 197
KT 51 CHIERE
#HELE

218

220



Chapter 1
introduction

Among the ruins of Anuradhapura, the ancient capital of Sri Lanka,
there rests alone on a pedestal above the grass a seated image of the
Buddha in stone, slightly larger than life. The statue is conventional,
probably more than a thousand years old, of a type found throughout
Buddhist Asia. The legs are folded in meditation, the hands laid one
upon the other in the lap. Buddhists hold that it was in this posture,
seated beneath a tree more than 2500 years ago, that the Buddha
was awakened, attaining decisive knowledge of the human

condition and the unshakeable certainty that he was released from

its suffering.

In its excellence, however, the Anuradhapura image is far from
conventional. The back and head are disciplined and upright; but the
arms are relaxed and the face reposes in tranquillity. The figure seems
intelligent and serene, wed perfectly to the unmoving granite. Standing
before it an elderly English socialist told me that in the whole mess of
human history this at least - the statue and all it stands for - was
something of which we couid be proud. He said that he had no use for
religion, but that he felt he had unknowingly been a follower of the
Buddha all along.

An intensely private reflection, its disclosure prompted perhaps by the
power of the figure: but what is remarkable is that it should be found in
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The Buddha

so many others. Here, for example, is the anthropologist Claude Lévi-
Strauss, by no means a Buddhist, writing in a similar vein:

what have | learnt from the masters | have listened to, the philosophers |
have read, the societies | have investigated, and that very science in
which the West takes such pride? Simply a fragmentary lesson or two
which, if laid end to end, would add up to the meditations of the Sage at

the foot of his tree.

This testifies to the fascination the Buddha still holds for us. Is it
justified? What does an Oriental seer, born in the middle of the first
millennium before Christ among historical circumstances and a culture
so different from our own, have to offer such very modern thinkers? This
is the first question | have tried to answer.

And | have tried to answer it by writing a biography of the Buddha. That
this is a reasonable strategy is by no means obvious, for history is full of
figures whose significance lies very little in their personal lives and very
much in their teachings alone. But the Buddha is peculiar in this regard,
for his teaching and his life are intimately and inextricably mingled.

A brief biography

Let me illustrate this from traditional accounts of the Buddha’s life,
which have exerted tremendous influence over Buddhists and are now
widely available in European languages. The Buddha was born the son of
a king, and so grew up with wealth, pleasure, and the prospect of
power, all goods commonly desired by human beings. As he reached
manhood, however, he was confronted with a sick man, an old man,
and a corpse. He had lived a sheltered life, and these affected him
profoundly, for he realized that no wealth or power could prevent him
too from experiencing iliness, old age, and death. He also saw a
wandering ascetic, bent on escaping these sufferings. Reflecting on
what he had seen, he reached the first great turning-point of his life:
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against the wishes of his family he renounced home, wife, child, and
position to become a homeless wanderer, seeking release from this

apparently inevitable pain.

For some years he practised the trance-like meditation, and later the
strenuous self-mortification, which were then current among such
wanderers, but he found these ineffective. So he sat down to reflect
quietly, with neither psychic nor physical rigours, on the common
human plight. This led to the second great change in his life, for out of
this reflection in tranquillity arose at last awakening and release. He had
“‘done what was to be done’, he had solved the enigma of suffering.
Deriving his philosophy from his experience he then taught for forty-five
years, and his teaching touched most problems in the conduct of
human life. He founded an order of monks who were to free themselves
by following his example, and they spread his teaching abroad in the
world. He eventually died of mortal causes, like others, but unlike others
he was ‘utterly extinguished’ (parinibbuto), for he would never be
reborn to suffer again.

There are good reasons to doubt even this very compressed account,
but at least the outline of the life must be true: birth, maturity,
renunciation, search, awakening and liberation, teaching, death. This
biography, with the two marked transformations, the renunciation and
the awakening, gave the Buddha and his followers the dramatic plot
with which to illustrate their belief and the psychological and
philosophical model on which to found their thought. Dramatically the
action centres on spiritual changes achieved by heroic personal
application, while philosophically it centres on discoveries made within
the Buddha’s own mind and body.

Hence he said, ‘it is within this fathom-long carcass, with its mind and
its notions, that | declare there is the world, the origin of the world, the
cessation of the world, and the path leading to the cessation of the
world’ (S 1 62). Within these bounds what he suffered was suffered in
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