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In the Buddhist triad of the Buddha, Dhmhma and Sa'f!lgha, the first 

(i.e. Dharizma) is perhaps the most complex, controversial and difficult 
to interpret. In common parlance Dhmhma or Dharma has been taken 
LO mean religion or rituals of worship. However, it is far from the truth 
as this meaning does not fit into the concept of this word either in 
Hinduism• o r in Buddhism. None of the texts belonging to either of 
the sects has ever used Dhanna in the sense of the English word re ligion . 

According to the account contained in the Vinaya text Maha

vagga2 the Buddha, after his Enlighte nment (nirva~a), spent some 
time at different places before he gave his first sermon at Sarnath 

(Bihar), India. During this period he met two merchan ts Tappusa 
and Bhallika who offered food to the Buddha and became his first lay

disciples by saying" we take our refuge, Lord, in the Blessed One and 
in the Dharma. "3 Which Dhamma did they refer to? The Buddha h ad 
not given any sermon so far and 'The Wheel of The Law' (dhannacakra 
pravartana) was no t set in motion as yet by him. Actually the Buddha 
had not even decided to preach his doctrine at that time fo r the Vinaya 
texts tell us that he debated with himself for quite sometime whether 
to impart his knowledge to the world or not. It was at the request of 
Brahma Sahampati (Svayampati) 4 that the Buddha agreed to preach 
his doctrin e.5 Now the Buddha set out to look for th e appropriate 
persons who could understand the doctrine and decided upon the 
five monks who were his companions for sometime in his search for 
knowledge and presently were residing at Varan asi. The Buddha now 
travelled to Benaras and there in the Deer Park (Mrga.Sikhiavana) he 
gave his firs t serm on se tting th e wheel of th e Law in motion by 
preaching the five bhihhhus who were duly ordained.6 This was the 
beginn ing. Thereafter a large number of lay-disciples and bhihhhus 
were ordained and the sa'f!lgha came in to existence. 
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Neither at the time of his sermon at Sarnath nor at any other 
time the Buddha talked of starting a new religion. He only professed 
to have discovered the cause of suffering (dukkha) as contained in 
the Four Noble Truths7 and to overcome suffering by following the 
eightfold path (a$?amiirga) i.e. right belief, right aspiration, right 
speech, right conduct, right means of livelihood, right en.deavour, 
right memory and right meditation.8 The Buddha asked his followers 
to adopt this ideal code of conduct and herein lies the true import of 
dhammam sara7Jam gachchhiimi. Once this is accepted, the concept of 
the Buddha's dhamma becomes crystallized, which was based on the 
ethical values of all the times. 

This interpretation of dharma is fully substantiated by irrefutable 
e'pigraphic evidence. In his Pillar Edict II, ASoka, the great Mauryan 
Emperor, says, "Dharma is meritorious; but what does Dharhma include? 
[It includes] few sins, many virtuous deeds, compassion, liberality, 
truthfulness [and] purity'19 Here we are told in unambiguous words 
that dharma is moral code of conduct comprising virtues of life which 
are universally accepted as ideals to be followed. The idea of dhamma 
is repeatedly mentioned in the inscriptions of ASoka in one form or 
the other. It is a moot point whether this is the Buddhist concept of 
Dhamma which ASoka preaches in his Edicts or simply law of piety. 10 

Asoka's leanings towards Buddhism are well-known and a careful 
analysis reveals that ASoka's definition of dharhma does not differ from 
that of Buddhism.11 

The literary evidence contained in the Lakkhana Suttiinta of 
Dighanikiiya sets the seal of certainty on this point. It contains the 
following definition of Dhamma which is almost an echo of A.Soka's 
P.E. II. It says: 

sachche cha dhamme cha dame cha samyame, 
socheyya-silalay-uposathesu cha! 
dane ahi1nsiiya asiihasa rato, 
da!lam samiidiiya samattamiichare!Jl 2 

Here sachcha, socheyya and diina are common with the constituents of 
dhamma referred to above. For the rest D.R. Bhandarkar has very aptly 
pointed out that ahi?hsii (-asiihasa) and (damar) samyama of the verses 
must correspond to dayii and miidave of A.Soka's inscriptions. And it is 
not impossible that .Sila of the verses stands for the siidhiive or kayiine of 
the epigraphs. 1

' There, thus, remains no doubt about the Buddhist 
concept of dhamma which is not religion but ethical code of conduct. 
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IT 

The Hindu view of dharma does not differ from that of the Buddhist 
view. In the vast ocean of the Vedic, post-Ve dic and the classical 
literature the word dharma has been repeatedly used to convey the 
idea of human values in Indian society on which stands the entire 
edifice of Hindu culture like a steadfast rock. It has never been taken 
to mea n re ligion implying worship according to the tenets of a 
particular faith. It is a very comprehen sive term which includes law, 
u sage, practice, prescribed conduct, duty, morality, righteousn ess, 
benevolance, virtue, justice and rarely religion.14 It is very near to rta 
of the Vedic literature, where the la tter stands for righteous conduct 
or order. In the Atharvaveda the term dharma is me ntioned along 
with fla, Satya, tapas, rii$tra, karma, etc., 15 which g ives a clear-cut 
meaning of its implication in the Vedic texts. 

Dharma as Law or Justice finds favour with several Vedic and post
Vedic texts. The Satapatha Briihmar,ta refers to Indra as personification 
of dharma. The Mahiibhiirata uses the same term for Yarna. Yama being 
the god of justice is always called Dharmariija in Sanskrit texts. The 
Harivmnsa Purii~w applies the term to Vi~~u also, taking him to be 
personification of justice. 

The Upani$ads define dharma as that which sustains society. The 
Brhadiirar,tyaka Upani$ad lays down that dharma (Law) is the power of 
~atrya (ruling class) and there 1s nothing higher than dharma. 16 It 
goes to the extent of saying that dharma is Brahma. 17 The Mahiiniiriiyar,ta 
Upan4ad also defines dharma as sustainer of society. 18 The Kathopan4ad 
goes to the exte nt of saying that he who takes dharma as separa te from 
atman (self) runs to waste after him.19 But the idea of Dharma as rituals 
of worship is conspicuously absent from these philosophical texts of 
great merit. 

Dharma finds copious mention both in the Mahiibhiirata and the 
Bhagavadgitii. The Mahiibhiirata variously associates it with duty, law, 
justice, etc. in the form of riijadharnw, iiSramadhanna, varr,tadhanna 
and so on.20 It clearly stands to mean the righteous conduct in each 
sense. The Bhagavadgitii, one of the greatest works on the philosophy 
of karma and yoga repeatedly mentions dharma as duty or conduct 
which it considers as foremost in life. Actually the very essence of Lord 
Kr~~a's teaching is that kanna and yoga are dharma in themselves. 

However, the most explicit definition of dhanna is g ive n by the 
ancien t sage Manu in his script of code of law (Manusmrf-7,), which is 



122 ASHIVINI AGRAWAL 

considered most authentic and most sacred amongst all codes of Hindu 

Law. He says, "Contentment, forgiveness, self-control, non-st~aling, 

honesty, control of the organs of senses intelligence, knowledge, 

truthfulness and abstention from anger is the tenfold definition of 

dharma. "21 This definition leaves no scope for any doubt about the 

Hindu view of dharma, which is exactly the same as that of Buddhism. 

m 

The common concept of dharma in Buddhism and Hinduism, discussed 

above, belies the general belief that the Buddha was opposed to 

Hinduism or Vedic religion and vice-versa. The idea of opposition 

between Buddhism and Hinduism has given rise to ·the wrong notion 

that there was a revival of Hinduism at the cost of Buddhism. A colossal 

misunderstanding prevails that Hinduism was solely responsible for 

the decline and disappearance of Buddhism from the land of its birth. 

There is nothing farther from the truth than such a view.22 Buddhism 

and Hinduism flourished side by side without any conflict,· shared 

common concepts and philosophy, have been complimentary to each 

other and were patronised without distinction by the adherents of 

both the systems. 
The Buddha's attitude towards Brahma~as and the Vedas is clear 

from the following incident recorded in the Mahiivagga. Once a certain 

Brahma:T,La approached the Buddha and asked: "By what, Gotama, does 

one become a Brahm~a. and what are the characteristics that make 

a man Brahma~a?" The Blessed One replied. "That Brahma~a who 

has removed (from himself] all sinfulness, who is free from haughti

ness, free from impurity, who is self-restrained, who is an accomplished 

master of the Vedas, who has fulfilled the duties of in'ahmacarya (a 

student or a celibate) such a Brahma~a m ay justly call himself a 

Brahm~a. whose behaviour is uneven to nothing in the world. •>2s These 

are exactly the qualities of a true Brahma~a visualised in the Vedas 

and the sii.tras. Here and at several other places in the Buddhist texts 

we find the Buddha speaking of the Vedas and the Brahm~as with 

respect.24 His only reservation being, that a man does not become a 

~rah~~a by birth but by his action. The Upani~ads openly condemn 

ntuahsm and the idea finds place even in the orthodox writings of 

Manu. T he Buddha acted in the spirit of a true socio-relig iou s refo rmer 

and not as the founder of a new religion . 

The wrong notion of the Buddhist persecution and the so-called 
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Hindu revivalism can be illustrated by the following examples. 
Pusyamitra, the founder of the Suilga dynasty, is often dubbed as a 
persecutor of Buddhists on the basis of a single reference contained 

in the Divyaviidana. This late Buddhist work tells us that the Brahma.J).a 
king Pusyamitra persecuted the Buddhist monks of Sakal a in the north
west, inflicting capital punishment on them. Leave aside the scope 
for exaggeration in this account, it is sufficient to point out that it was 
neither a case of religious persecution nor Pusyamitra was against 
Buddhists. The action was a political exigency of the time. The bhikkhus 
of Sakala and sided with the foreign invader Menander against 
Pusyamitra and the Suilga monarch was left with no other alternative 
but to deal with them sternly in the national interest. This, just, cannot 
be called religious persecution. We must not forget that the famous 
stupas at Sanchi and Bharhut besides several Buddhist monasteries in 
the very heart of the Suilga empire were enlarged and embellished 
during this very period and with royal patronage. It would have been 
impossible had there been any religious persecution of Buddhism.25 

The second example is that of the so-called Hindu revivalism 
during the Gupta period. The Gupta rulers are often accused of 
promoting and protecting Brahmanism contrary to the well established 
evidence which speaks otherwise. The very founder of the Gupta 
dynasty is known to have built a Buddhist monastery for the Chinese 
pilgrims and handsomely endowed it with a grant of 24 villages. 
Samudragupta helped in the construction of a Buddhist monastery at 
Bodh Gaya for the Ceylonese bhikkhus. The famous Buddhist university 
at Nalanda was established during the rule of Kumaragupta I under 
the royal patronage, which it continued to receive till the end of the 
Gupta rule. King Vikramaditya is said to have sent his own son to study 
under the celebrated Buddhist scholar Vasubandhu. The Buddhist 
affiliations of Narasimhagupta and Vainyagupta are well-known. 
Besides all this we must not forget that the best masterpieces of the 
Buddhist art, both in sculpture and painting, were produced during 
this very period. Mathura and Sarnath became the famous centres of 
the Buddhist art. There cannot be a better proof of the flourishing 
condition of Buddhism alongside Hinduism-a true picture of 
secularism. 

A very important contribution of the post-Gupta period, which is 
often ignored, to the fusion of Hinduism and Buddhism, was the 
acceptance of the Buddha as an incarnate of Vi~~u and his inclusion 
in the Hindu pantheon. Numerous representations of the Buddha as 
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an incarnate of Vi~DU were produced in the sculpture through out 
the country, this time onwards: There are literary references to this 
effect in the Purax:tas, the Gita Govinda ·and several other texts. Thus 
the great Master was raised to the status of supreme God in Hinduism 
during this very period. 

The development of vajrayana and tantric cults in the post-Gupt.a 
period further helped ffinduism a nd Buddhism to mingle and 
ultimately merged into each other. An inscription discovered from 
Bodh Gaya provides a beautiful glimpse of the Brahmax:tical rituals 
being followe d in Buddhist temples in the eleventh and twelfth 
centuries AD While recording the construction of a temple (Gandha
kuti) of the Buddha at Bodh Gaya by the king Purusott.amasirpha of 
Kama, the epigraph tells us that, 'The worship of the Most Worshipful 
One is always perfomed at the three prayer times by Rarhbha like 
dancing girls, accompanied by the maid-servants to the accompaniment 
of musical instrume nts sounding at the highest note, and dancing 
wonderfully because they a re e lated in offering worship in the 
teachings of the Lord. "26 Thus we see that with the passage 'of time 
the common concept of dharma in Hinduism and Buddhism brought 
about the mingling of the two in rituals as well. 

Two great religious philosophers of the post-Gupta period; 
namely, Kumarqa Bhaga (c. AD 725) and Sankaracarya (c. AD 800) are 
primarily held responsible for the revival of Hinduism and collapse of 
Buddhism in India. It may appear true at the surface but deep analysis 
of the philosophy of these two will portray a picture entirely different. 
"However, much they insisted on the authority of ancient tradition, 
the real result of their labour was not to reestablish the order of things 
which prevailed before th e rise of Buddhism, but to give authority 
and solidity to the mixture of Brahmanism, Buddhism and popular 
be liefs."27 The debt of Sankara to Buddhism has been beautifully 
summed up in the following words of Sir Charles Eliot: 

The debt of Salika ra to Buddhism is an inte resting question. He indicted polemics 
against it and contributed mate rially to its downfall , but yet if the success of creeds is to 
be measured by the permane nce of ideas, there is some reason for thinking tha t the 
vanquished led the conqueror captive. Sat'lkara's approval both in theory and practice 
of the monastic life is Buddhistic rather than Brahmanical. The doctrines of mii.yii and 
the d istinction be tween higher and lower truth, which are of cardinal importance in his 
philosophy, receive only dubious support from the Upani~ads and from the Badarayat:ta, 
but are practically identical with the teachings of the Madhyamika School of Buddhism 
and it was towards this line of thought rather than towards the theism of the PiiSttfJatasor 
Bluigavatas that he was drawn. The affini ty was recognised in India, for Sailkara and his 
school were stigmatised by their oppone nts as Buddhists in disguise.l!!l 
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The prevalen ce of socio-religious harmony in India in spite o f 
the existence of many sects and schools of thought is fu lly illustrated 
by the fo ll owing apocryphal verse: 

)'a?h saivii.ssamupiisate siva iti &rahmeti vediintino 
bauclhii buddha iti pramii?Japatavah kartteti naiyiiyikii~t! 
arhannityatha jaina5iisanatiih kanneti mimii1hsakai}. 
so=ymn no vidadhiitu viinchhitaphalam trailokyaniitho haril}.!! 

"Whom the followers of Siva worship as Siva and the fo llowers of 
Vedan ta as Brahma, whom the Buddhists [call] Buddha, and whom 
the adherents of the school of logic, who a re cl ever in qu oting 
a uthorities, call the creator. 

Those who are adheren ts of the J ain teachings call him arhat, 
and those of the Mimarhsa School regard him as ' the performer of 
the ritual' . May, He, lord of the three worlds, the god Vi~r:tu , grant us 
the desired object. "29 In nutshell the land of such ideas one canno t 
think of different concep ts of dhanna in Buddhism, Hinduism or any 
o ther sect. 
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