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PREFACE

In the winter of 1870–71, Ernst Johann Eitel (1838–1908), a member of 
the London Missionary Society, delivered a series of lectures on Bud-
dhism at the Union Church in Hong Kong. Eitel was one of the great 
missionary-scholars of the Victorian period, an accomplished sinologist 
who also read Sanskrit. His ultimate goal was to demonstrate the falsity 
of Buddhism. Yet in his third lecture, he enumerated some of the ways in 
which Buddhism had anticipated science:

Though no Buddhist ever attained to the clearer insight and mathemati-
cal analysis of a Copernicus, Newton, Laplace or Herschel, it must be 
acknowledged that Buddhism fore-stalled in several instances the most 
splendid discoveries of modern astronomy. Teaching the origin of each 
world to have taken place out of a cloud, the Buddhists anticipated 2,000 
years ago Herschel’s nebular hypothesis. And when those very patches  
of cloudy light or diffused nebulosities which Herschel believed to be 
“diffused matter hastening to a world birth” dissolved themselves before 
the monster telescope of Lord Rosse into as many assemblages of suns, 
into thousands of other world-systems dispersed through the wilds of 
boundless space, modern astronomy was but verifying the more ancient 



Buddhistic dogma of a plurality of worlds, of the co-existence of thou-
sands of chiliocosmoi inhabited by multitudes of living beings.1

Eitel invokes five great names in the history of astronomy: Nicolas 
Copernicus (1473–1543), whose On the Revolutions of the Celestial Spheres 
(De revolutionibus orbium coelestium) presented the heliocentric theory of 
the universe; Sir Isaac Newton (1643–1727), who invented the refracting 
telescope and explained the role of gravity in planetary motion; Pierre-
Simon Laplace (1749–1827), who developed mathematical methods for 
calculating and predicting the motion of the planets; William Herschel 
(1738–1822), discoverer of Uranus and cataloger of nebulae; and William 
Parsons, third Earl of Rosse (1800–1867), who in 1844 built the “Levia-
than of Parsonstown,” the world’s largest telescope. Each of these figures 
would have been well known to Eitel’s expatriate audience in the Hong 
Kong church.

Laplace and Herschel were associated with the nebular hypothesis, a 
theory previously propounded by both Emanuel Swedenborg and Im-
manuel Kant, which postulated that a solar system originated from a 
mass of incandescent gas—for Herschel it was a shining fluid that he 
called “true nebulosity”—rotating on an axis, eventually contracting into 
a mass. The outer rings of this mass broke off to form planets, with the 
central core becoming their sun. One of the great debates in astronomy 
in the nineteenth century was whether this incandescent fluid indeed 
existed or whether it was instead a mass of distant stars. In early 1846, 
Rosse and his monster telescope showed that the Orion Nebula could in 
fact be resolved into stars.

These were some of the latest scientific discoveries of Eitel’s day. And 
he claims that they have been “forestalled” (by which he means “antici-
pated”) two thousand years ago by the Buddhists. Eitel is referring to a 
Buddhist account of the origin of the world. Faint winds, impelled by 
the force of karma, begin to blow in the vacuity of space, eventually con-
verging to form a circle of wind, described as solid and indestructible. A 
thick cloud forms above the circle of wind, raining down drops of wa-
ter of various sizes that together become a great ocean, supported on the 
circle of wind. In this ocean, a thousand golden lotus flowers appear. The 
churning of the ocean eventually gives rise to a ring of mountains that 
contains the waters. In the center of the ocean, a great mountain appears, 
with an island (flanked by two smaller islands) in each of the four cardi-
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nal directions. This is a world, and a thousand of these worlds is a Bud-
dhist universe, what Eitel calls a “thousand world” or chiliocosm.2

Eitel sees in the Buddhist rain cloud an anticipation of Herschel’s 
nebulae, and in the Buddhist “thousand world” an anticipation of galax-
ies, anticipated without the assistance of Rosse’s giant lens. These worlds 
were inhabited by “multitudes of living beings.” Eitel, in keeping with 
the views of many astronomers of his day, believed that the planets were 
populated. Indeed, late in life, Herschel had published a paper arguing 
that the sun was inhabited, with two layers of dense clouds protecting 
the inhabitants from the intense light of the luminous shell observed 
from earth; sunspots may be the peaks of tall mountains rising through 
the shell.3

We see, then, a Christian missionary, almost a century and half ago, 
making grudging claims for the compatibility of Buddhism and Science. 
Over the ensuing decades, such claims have continued to be made with 
a remarkable persistence. This book is a study of that persistence.

Its central claim is a modest one. It is that in order to understand the 
conjunction of the terms Buddhism and Science, it is necessary to under-
stand something of the history of the conjunction. It might be dated  
back to the sixteenth century, when Saint Francis Xavier, the Jesuit mis-
sionary to Japan, noted that the Buddhists do not understand that the 
world is round. It might be traced back to the Reverend Dr. Eitel’s lec-
tures from his Hong Kong pulpit. Or it might be traced to the year 1873, 
when the Wesleyan minister David da Silva in Sri Lanka held up a globe 
during a debate with a Buddhist monk and asked him to locate Mount 
Meru, the cosmic peak that rose from the waters to form the center of 
the Buddhist world. That these events occurred in the course of Chris-
tian missions to Buddhist Asia suggests that Buddhist claims about Sci-
ence originated in polemic, with Buddhists arguing that their religion is 
not superstition but science. Yet such claims have persisted after the op-
ponent in that polemic has disappeared, or has at least become less vis-
ible. And the claims of compatibility have not always originated among 
Asian Buddhists. The discourse of Buddhism and Science has been 
transmitted through networks that crisscross the nebulous boundaries 
of East and West. Asian Buddhists have argued for the compatibility in 
order to validate their Buddhism. European and American enthusiasts 
and devotees have argued for the compatibility in order to exoticize Sci-
ence, to find it validated in the insights of an ancient Asian sage.
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A second assertion of this book is that for more than 150 years, the 
claims for the compatibility of Buddhism and Science have remained 
remarkably similar, both in their content and in their rhetorical form. 
This similarity has persisted despite major shifts in what is meant by 
Buddhism and what is meant by Science. In the early decades of this his-
tory, Buddhism generally referred to what European scholars dubbed 
“original Buddhism,” the Buddhism of the Pāli canon, preserved in the 
Theravāda traditions of Southeast Asia and Sri Lanka. In the period af-
ter the Second World War, although the Theravāda continued to be re-
garded as “Buddhism” in some quarters, Zen came to the fore. And since 
the 1990s, Tibetan Buddhism has displaced Zen to become the chief 
referent of Buddhism in the Buddhism and Science dialogue, largely 
through the influence of the Fourteenth Dalai Lama. Still, over the  
course of almost a century and a half, the Buddha is said to have some-
how anticipated the most up-to-date view of modern science as thou-
sands of pages of the calendar have been turned.

The referent of Science is also nebulous. At times, science has meant a 
method of sober and rational investigation, with the claim that the Bud-
dha made use of such a method to arrive at the knowledge of deep truths 
about inner and outer worlds. At other times, science refers to a specific 
theory: the mechanistic universe, the theory of evolution, the theory of 
relativity, the big bang, whose antecedents are to be found in Buddhist 
doctrine. At other times, science has referred to a specific technology—
the microscope, the telescope, the spectrometer—that has been used to 
discover what the Buddha knew without the aid of such instruments; as 
more precise instruments have been developed over the past century, the 
claims of the Buddha’s knowledge have remained constant. And at still 
other times, science has referred to the manipulation of matter, with dire 
consequences for humanity unless paired with the compassionate vision 
of the Buddha.

From the traditional perspective, the Buddhist truth is timeless; the 
Buddha understood the nature of reality fully at the moment of his en-
lightenment, and nothing beyond that reality has been discovered since. 
From this perspective, then, the purpose of all Buddhist doctrine and 
practice that have developed over the two and a half millennia is to make 
manifest the content of the Buddha’s enlightenment. From the histori-
cal perspective, the content of the Buddha’s enlightenment is irretriev-
able, and what is called Buddhism has developed in myriad forms across 
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centuries and continents, with these forms linked by their retrospective 
gaze to the solitary sage seated beneath a tree. From either perspective, 
in order to make this “Buddhism” compatible with “Science,” Buddhism 
must be severely restricted, eliminating much of what has been deemed 
essential, whatever that might be, to the exalted monks and ordinary lay-
people who have gone for refuge to the Buddha over the course of more 
than two thousand years.

If something is lost, what is gained? This book surveys the long his-
tory of the discourse of Buddhism and Science in an effort to understand 
why we yearn for the teachings of an itinerant mendicant in Iron Age 
India, even one of such profound insight, to somehow anticipate the for-
mulae of Einstein.
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INTRODUCT ION

The religion of the future will be a cosmic religion. It should transcend a 
personal God and avoid dogmas and theology. Covering both the natu-
ral and the spiritual, it should be based on a religious sense arising from 
the experience of all things, natural and spiritual as a meaningful unity. 
If there is any religion that would cope with modern scientific needs, it 
would be Buddhism.  ALBERT EINSTEIN

If Buddhism and Science had a Bible, it would open with these words, 
and all the chapters and verses would comment on them. These words 
are a prophecy, declaring that the religion of the future will not be lim-
ited to our small planet but will encompass the cosmos. All religions have  
sought to do this, but the implication here is that the religion of the fu-
ture will do so accurately, its cosmology based not on myth but on phys-
ics. With scientific insight into the nature of the cosmos, the religion of 
the future will no longer need the primitive notion of a personal God who 
created the world and who dispenses rewards and punishments to his 
creatures. This religion will encompass both the spiritual and the natural  
in a harmonious way. It will require no confessions of faith or assents to 
propositions that derive from the authority of a scripture or a church. 



�  introduction

Instead, it will be based on experience, on the individual’s sense of one-
ness. And, finally, it will be compatible with science. This will be the re-
ligion of the future, but it is a religion that already exists. It is, indeed, an 
ancient religion. It is Buddhism, set forth by the Buddha, the Enlight-
ened One, over two millennia ago. The power of this prophecy is derived 
from the authority of the prophet, Albert Einstein, the Buddha of the 
modern age.

But it seems that Einstein never said this.1 And on second reading, 
there is something about the statement that is too good to be true; it is 
too perfect, too comforting. Or so I will hope to show in the pages that 
follow.

•  •  •

Buddhism and Science. What does this term, with its conjunction of two 
such potent words, imply? The answer to this question depends, of course, 
on what one means by Buddhism, what one means by Science, and, not 
insignificantly, what one means by and. However, those who have used 
the term over the course of more than a century have generally intended 
some kind of kinship, or at least compatibility, between Buddhism and 
Science, regardless of what they have understood Buddhism and Science 
to be. The nature of this compatibility has ranged across a wide spec-
trum, with some suggesting that the essential teachings of Buddhism 
(variously identified) are in no way contradicted by the findings of sci-
ence (variously enumerated), while others suggest that the Buddha an-
ticipated many of the key discoveries of science, that the Buddha knew 
more than two millennia in the past what scientists would only discover 
more than two millennia in the future.

Such claims have been commonly made over the course of the twenti-
eth century and into the twenty-first, as the most cursory glance through 
the burgeoning bibliography of Buddhism and Science will demon-
strate. A random selection of a dozen recent titles (excluding books and 
articles simply entitled “Buddhism and Science”) might include “Time 
in Madhyamika Buddhism and Quantum Physics,” Psychotherapy and 
Buddhism: Toward an Integration, “Quantum Mechanics and Com-
passion,” Zen and the Brain: Toward an Understanding of Meditation 
and Consciousness, “Emptiness and Relativity,” Zen Buddhism and Mod-
ern Physics: Morality and Religion in the New Millennium, “Galaxies and 
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Śūnyatā,” Two Views of Mind: Abhidharma and Brain Science, “The Rel-
evance of the Buddhist Theory of Dependent Co-origination to Cog-
nitive Science,” “Atom and Anattā,” “Karma, Rebirth, and Genetics,” 
Einstein and Buddha: The Parallel Sayings, and “A Middle Way: Medita-
tion in the Treatment of Compulsive Eating.” A series of books by and 
of dialogues with the current Dalai Lama has appeared over the past  
decade.

The claim that an itinerant teacher of Iron Age India understood the 
theory of relativity, quantum physics, or the big bang theory (each of 
which has been asserted) would seem to be preposterous. Yet such claims 
have been made for more than a century, substituting whatever is re-
garded as the most advanced scientific knowledge of the day as a com-
ponent of the Buddha’s enlightenment. Similar claims have been made 
by various Hindu revivalists and fundamentalists over roughly the same 
period, beginning in the mid-nineteenth century and continuing to the 
present. Thus, it has been asserted that railroads and air travel are re-
ported in the Rig Veda, that the beam of light emitted from Śiva’s fore-
head is a laser, that the opposing armies in the great battle at Kuruks.etra 
described in the Mahābhārata used nuclear weapons. That claims about 
compatibility with European science began to be made by both Hindu 
and Buddhist leaders in the same period—the latter half of the nine-
teenth century—suggests that the encounter with European colonial-
ism played some role in the process. However, the fate of such claims in 
the decades that have followed has been quite different. The statements 
about Hinduism are met, at best, with an indulgent smile. Yet the decla-
ration that the Buddha understood the theory of relativity occasions se-
rious reflection. It is the case that the Hindu and Buddhist contentions 
diverge in their content. The Hindu claims often take the form of an as-
sertion that inventions and technologies believed to have originated in 
Europe and America in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries had in 
fact existed in India more than two millennia ago. The Buddhist claims, 
or claims about Buddhism, tend to be different, focusing not so much on 
technology but on scientific theory, a knowledge that the Buddha pos-
sessed so long ago. Still, this seems insufficient to account for the wide 
divergence in both the reception and subsequent circulation of Hindu 
and Buddhist claims. There is clearly something about Buddhism that has 
sustained its long conjunction with the word science. This book will try to 
identify what that something might be.
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This book will not attempt to survey the substantial “Buddhism and 
Science” literature.2 Nor will it attempt to assess the validity of the wide 
range of claims made about the compatibility of particular scientific facts 
and theories on the one hand and various points of Buddhist doctrine on 
the other. I certainly am not qualified to judge their accuracy from a sci-
entific perspective, even if what might be meant by accuracy in this case 
could be defined and standards for its measurement could be established. 
The authors of most books and articles about Buddhism and Science 
generally fall into one of several categories. Some are Asian Buddhist 
monks (especially from Sri Lanka) with some knowledge of Western 
science; some are Buddhist monks, or former Buddhist monks, of Euro-
pean or North American parentage, with some previous education (such 
as an undergraduate degree) or professional training in science; some 
are Asian scientists from Buddhist cultures who regard themselves as  
Buddhists; some are European or American scientists with at least a 
passing interest in Buddhism, an interest that may extend to practic-
ing meditation and identifying themselves as Buddhists. I have none of 
these qualifications. I write as a historian of Buddhist thought and prac-
tice, with an interest in the processes by which what we today call “Bud-
dhism” has emerged in modernity. It is from this perspective that I have 
approached the subject.3

Since the discourse of Buddhism and Science began in earnest in the 
second half of the nineteenth century, it is perhaps useful to recall how 
Buddhism was understood at that time. An appropriate place to seek this 
understanding is the famous ninth edition of the Encyclopædia Britan-
nica, which began publication in 1875. The entry on Buddhism was writ-
ten by Thomas W. Rhys Davids (1843–1922), the most influential British 
scholar of Buddhism of his day. Here is how he began:

buddhism is the name of a religion which formerly prevailed in India, 
and is now professed by the inhabitants of Ceylon, Siam, and Burma (the 
southern Buddhists), and of Nepāl, Tibet, China, and Japan (the north-
ern Buddhists). It arose out of the philosophical and ethical teachings 
of Siddhārtha Gautama, the eldest son of Suddhōdana, who was rāja in 
Kapilavastu and chief of the tribe of Sākyas, an Aryan clan seated dur-
ing the 5th century B. C. on the banks of the Kohain about 100 miles N. 
of the city of Benāres, and about fifty miles S. of the foot of the Himālaya 
Mountains.
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We are accustomed to find the legendary and miraculous gathering, 
like a halo, around the early history of religious leaders, until the sober 
truth runs the risk of being altogether neglected for the glittering and 
edifying falsehood. Buddha has not escaped the fate that has befallen the 
founders of other religions. . . . It is admitted that, under the mass of mi-
raculous tales which have been handed down regarding him, there is a 
basis of truth already sufficiently clear to render possible an intelligible 
history, which will become clearer and clearer as older and better authori-
ties are made accessible.4

A number of Rhys Davids’s points merit comment. He describes 
Buddhism as a religion; some advocates of Buddhism and Science would 
later dispute this characterization, calling Buddhism instead a philoso-
phy, a way of life, even a science. He divides the Buddhist world in two. 
With Buddhism defunct in India, the land of its origin, two Buddhisms 
remain: the southern Buddhism of Sri Lanka (where Rhys Davids had 
himself served as a colonial official from 1864 to 1874) and Southeast 
Asia, and the northern Buddhism of East Asia, Tibet, and Nepal. It 
was Rhys Davids’s strongly held opinion that it was the former Bud-
dhism which was closest to the Buddhism of the Buddha and which 
more accurately preserved his teachings in its canon. This idea of dif-
ferent Buddhisms would persist, and their number would multiply. In 
James Hastings’s influential Encyclopædia of Religion and Ethics, whose 
first volume appeared in 1908, we find under the heading “Buddhism,” 
“The character of Buddhism varies according to the country in which it 
prevails, so that a general sketch would be of very little value.” And yet, 
there is a long entry there on the Buddha.

Scholars of this period perceived a great divide between the Bud-
dha and Buddhism. Thus, in the passage above, Rhys Davids turns im-
mediately to the Buddha, describing his teachings as “philosophical and 
ethical.” Buddhism is a religion, but its founder taught philosophy and 
ethics. Noting that the Buddha was an “Aryan,” Rhys Davids provides 
some sense of what has turned the philosophy of the Buddha into a reli-
gion: it is the inevitable admixture of legend and miracle into the life of 
the man. Following upon the quest for the historical Jesus, Rhys Davids 
believed that the historical Buddha could be discerned beneath the en-
crustations of myth, and that he would appear more clearly as more an-
cient records became available (which has not, in fact, occurred).
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The Buddha had lived in northern India in the fifth century BCE. 
Buddhist monks carried texts and images to much of Asia over the next 
millennium and a half; the Buddha is famously reported to have in-
structed his monks to “wander forth for the good of the many, for the 
happiness of many, out of compassion for the world, for the good, ben-
efit, and happiness of gods and humans. Let no two go in the same di-
rection.” By the fourteenth century, Buddhism had all but disappeared 
from India. The reasons for its disappearance were complex, but its con-
sequences were profound. This demise of Buddhist institutions in India 
would be a crucial factor in the Buddha’s posthumous career in Europe 
as the founder of a great world religion. For by the time that European 
scholars (notably those of the British East India Company), trained in 
South Asian languages, began a sustained study of the culture and his-
tory of India, what they would come to call Buddhism was a relic. There 
were no Buddhists in India, although there were Buddhists almost ev
erywhere else in Asia. Instead there were monuments (often in ruins), 
statues (often broken), and texts. These were the materials from which 
European scholars would build Buddhism. Central to this process was 
the European adoption of the Buddha—a great man, yet still a man—
who had been left orphaned by the tradition that he founded, a tradition 
that had quickly deified him as the sober community of monks that he 
established yielded to the demands of the superstitious laity on whom 
they depended for their alms. 

The great French Sanskrit scholar Eugène Burnouf, regarded as the 
founder of the academic study of Buddhism in Europe, wrote in 1844, “I 
speak here in particular of the Buddhism that appears to me to be the 
most ancient, the human Buddhism, if I dare call it that, which consists 
almost entirely in very simple rules of morality, and where it is enough 
to believe that the Buddha was a man who reached a degree of intel-
ligence and of virtue that each must take as the exemplar for his life.”5 
The Buddha was portrayed as a great reformer, described by some as “the 
Luther of Asia,” who condemned the vapid priestcraft of the brahmans 
and the caste system they controlled. His was a religion, if it was a reli-
gion at all, that required no dogma, no faith, no divinely inspired scrip-
tures, no ritual, no worship of images, no God. This view of the Buddha 
seemed to have enjoyed particular popularity among the more anticleri-
cal of the European scholars. Thomas Huxley, “Darwin’s Bulldog” him-
self, described Buddhism in 1894 in these terms:
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A system which knows no God in the western sense; which denies a soul 
to man; which counts the belief in immortality a blunder and the hope of 
it a sin; which refuses any efficacy to prayer and sacrifice; which bids men 
look to nothing but their own efforts for salvation; which, in its origi-
nal purity, knew nothing of vows of obedience, abhorred intolerance, and 
never sought the aid of the secular arm; yet spread over a considerable 
moiety of the Old World with marvellous rapidity, and is still, with what-
ever base admixture of foreign superstitions, the dominant creed of a large 
fraction of mankind.6

For Huxley and other Victorians, Buddhism was a tradition that saw 
the universe as subject to natural laws, without the need for any form 
of divine intervention. This led many European enthusiasts to declare 
Buddhism as the religion most suited to serious dialogue with Science, 
because both postulated the existence of immutable laws that governed 
the universe. This claim would continue to be made over the next cen-
tury as one immutable natural law was vetoed and another was ratified 
in its place.

The nineteenth century was a period of significant advances in the 
science of philology, with the discovery of language families and an-
cient connections between the classical Indian language of Sanskrit and 
the classical European languages of Greek and Latin, as well as modern 
German, French, and English. These were called the Indo-European or 
Aryan languages; āryan is a Sanskrit term meaning “noble” or “superior,” 
and was the name that ancient peoples of northern India used to refer 
to themselves. (The fate of the term āryan in the Buddhism and Science 
discourse of the nineteenth century is discussed in chapter 2.) Through 
a complicated process, theories of language groups gave rise to theo-
ries of racial groups; and the kinship between the people of ancient In-
dia and the people of ancient Greece and hence (through a certain leap 
of faith) those of modern Europe was not simply a matter of verb roots 
but of bloodlines. From this perspective, the Buddha was not so foreign.7 
He was in fact, racially, an Aryan. But the nobility of the prince who 
had renounced his kingdom was not only hereditary. The Buddha had 
famously rejected the idea of inherited nobility, claiming that nobility 
derived instead from wisdom. He thus called his first teaching the four 
truths for the noble (āryan)—not “the four noble truths,” as the phrase 
has been famously mistranslated. The Buddha became, thus, doubly no-
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ble. He was noble by birth, by blood, and by language, yet he was also 
noble because he renounced his royal birth to achieve a spiritual nobility. 
In a Europe obsessed with questions of race and questions of humanity, 
the Buddha was both racially superior and a savior for all humanity, an 
ancient kinsman, a modern hero. The European creation of this Buddha 
is described in chapter 4.

This Buddha was rather different from the Buddha whose words were 
recited and whose image was venerated across Asia. As the editors of the 
Encyclopædia of Religion and Ethics had noted in 1908, there were many 
Buddhisms in Asia, and thus there were also many Buddhas. However, 
he was also portrayed with a great consistency across the geographical 
and historical range of the tradition. He was believed to have perfected 
himself over the course of millions of lifetimes as a bodhisattva, per-
forming the virtuous deeds called perfections ( pāramitā). He was be-
lieved to have taken rebirth in heaven in his penultimate life, where he 
surveyed the world to select the city of his final birth, his caste, his clan, 
and his parents. He was believed to have achieved enlightenment at the 
age of thirty-five, sitting under a tree near the banks of a river. With this 
enlightenment, and even before it, he was believed to possess all man-
ner of supernormal powers, including full knowledge of each of his own 
past lives and those of other beings, the ability to know others’ thoughts, 
the ability to create doubles of himself, the ability to rise into the air and 
simultaneously shoot fire and water from his body. It was said to be an  
extraordinary body, endowed with the thirty-two marks of a superman 
(mahāpurus.a), including forty teeth, webbed fingers, the pattern of wheels 
on the soles of his feet, and a crown protrusion (us.n. īs.a) on his head. He 
was believed to have passed into nirvān. a at the age of eighty-one, al-
though he could have lived “for an aeon or until the end of the aeon” if 
only he had been asked to do so.

Rather than narrating the events of his final lifetime, the traditional 
biographies of the Buddha, which did not begin to appear until some 
four centuries after his death, seemed more intent on describing his pre-
vious lives, and the previous buddhas he encountered along the way. The 
concern there seemed to be the portrayal of not the Buddha’s individual-
ity and humanity, but his identity with other buddhas said to have come 
in the distant past, and who were prophesied to come in the future. He 
was but one of many buddhas; each taught the same truth, the same path 
to liberation from suffering. There were indeed elaborate descriptions of 
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the Buddha’s final birth, but they appeared centuries after his death; and 
even there, it was his continuity with the buddhas of epochs past, rather 
than his unique character, that provided the foundation of his authority. 
Indeed, all buddhas are said to be remarkably similar in word and deed; 
they differ from each other in just a few ways, one of which is the cir-
cumference of their auras.

One need not fault European scholars of the nineteenth century for 
their attempts to shade their eyes from that aura in order to discern the 
historical Buddha, for such a person did exist in India in the sixth and 
fifth centuries (or fifth and fourth; there is uncertainty about the year of 
his death). Their quest for the historical Buddha differs, however, from 
the quest for the historical Jesus in important regards. First, unlike in the 
case of Jesus, no contemporary records or accounts by the first generation 
of his disciples exist. Like Jesus, the Buddha wrote nothing. But unlike 
Jesus’s followers, the followers of the Buddha wrote nothing. Indeed, the 
teachings of the Buddha were not committed to writing until the end of 
the first century BCE, and not in India but in Sri Lanka. Furthermore, 
there was no Josephus of the Buddha’s day, no learned chronicler to pro-
vide an account of his life.

Second, the scholars who undertook the quest for the historical Bud-
dha were not products of a Buddhist culture. They were instead from 
what seemed another world, or so they perceived themselves, writing 
in the context of colonialism. In 1844 Eugène Burnouf argued convinc-
ingly that Buddhism is an Indian religion and that it must be understood 
first through texts in Indian languages. For the remainder of the nine-
teenth century, India became the primary focus of Buddhist studies in 
Europe, and Sanskrit (together with Pāli) became the lingua franca of 
the field. These were indeed the classical languages of Buddhism. They 
were also Aryan languages, related to Greek and Latin, the classical lan-
guages of Europe. The Buddha of India was thus doubly important, as 
both founder and forefather. Much of the early scholarship focused on 
the life of the Buddha and on the early history of Buddhism in India, 
prior to its demise there, referred to by such terms as original Buddhism, 
primitive Buddhism, sometimes pure Buddhism. This austere system of 
ethics and philosophy stood in sharp contrast to what was perceived as 
the spiritual and sensuous exoticism of colonial India, where Buddhism 
was long dead. This ancient Buddhism, derived from the textual stud-
ies of scholars in the libraries of Europe, could be regarded as the authentic  
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form of this great religion, against which the various Buddhisms of nine-
teenth-century Asia could be measured, and generally found to be both 
derivative and adulterated. Buddhism thus came to be regarded as a tra-
dition that resided most authentically in its texts, such that it could be 
effectively studied from the libraries of Europe; many of the most im-
portant scholars of the nineteenth century never traveled to Asia. Rel-
atively little attention was paid to the ways in which the Buddha was 
understood by the Buddhists of Asia, both past and present.

But this Buddha, created in Europe, did not remain there. As in the 
classical colonial economy, raw materials—in this case, Buddhist texts in 
Sanskrit and Pāli—were extracted from the colony and shipped to Eu-
rope, where they were refined to produce a new Buddha, one that had not 
existed before. To complete the colonial circuit, that Buddha was then 
exported back to Asia, where he was sold to Asian Buddhists at a high 
price. This is the Buddha who would be hailed by Japanese defenders of 
Buddhism against the Meiji government, which regarded Buddhism as 
a foreign superstition. This was the Buddha who was hailed by Sinhalese 
reformers, like Anagārika Dharmapāla, as superior to Jesus. This was the 
Buddha of Buddhism in the phrase “Buddhism and Science.”

In 1873 a debate took place in Sri Lanka between a Buddhist monk 
and a Wesleyan clergyman on the respective merits of Buddhism and 
Christianity. This debate (discussed at length in chapter 1) would have 
far-reaching effects for the history of modern Buddhism in general, and 
the discourse of Buddhism and Science in particular. Five years after the 
debate, in 1878, an account was published in Boston, Buddhism and Chris-
tianity Face to Face. It was read by Colonel Henry Steel Olcott, a jour-
nalist and veteran of the American Civil War. In New York City three 
years earlier, Olcott and Madame Helena Petrovna Blavatsky, a Russian 
émigré, had founded the Theosophical Society. The goals of their soci-
ety were “to diffuse among men a knowledge of the laws inherent in the 
universe; to promulgate the knowledge of the essential unity of all that is, 
and to determine that this unity is fundamental in nature; to form an ac-
tive brotherhood among men; to study ancient and modern religion, sci-
ence, and philosophy; and to investigate the powers innate in man.” The 
Theosophical Society was one of several responses to Darwin’s theory of 
natural selection during the late nineteenth century. Rather than seek-
ing a refuge from science in religion, Blavatsky and Olcott attempted to 
found a scientific religion, one that accepted the new discoveries in ge-
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ology and biology while proclaiming an ancient and esoteric system of 
spiritual evolution more far-reaching and profound than anything Dar-
win had described. Indeed, Madame Blavatsky accepted the theory of 
evolution but rejected claims that life emerged from matter rather than 
spirit.

By 1878 Blavatsky and Olcott had shifted their emphasis away from 
“spiritualism” and the investigation of psychic phenomena toward a 
broader promotion of a universal brotherhood of humanity, claiming af-
finities between Theosophy and the wisdom of the Orient, specifically 
Hinduism and Buddhism.8 And inspired by Olcott’s reading of the ac-
count of the 1873 debate, they were determined to join the Buddhists 
of Ceylon in their battle against Christian missionaries. They sailed to 
India, arriving in Bombay in 1879, proceeding to Ceylon the next year. 
There they both took the vows of lay Buddhists in a public ceremony. Ol-
cott wrote in his diary, “We had previously declared ourselves Buddhists 
long before, in America, both privately and publicly, so that this was but 
a formal confirmation of our previous professions.”9 Blavatsky’s interest 
in Buddhism remained peripheral to her Theosophy, but Olcott would 
enthusiastically embrace his new faith, being careful to note that he was 
a “regular Buddhist” rather than a “debased modern Buddhist sectarian.” 
In a statement that would resonate throughout the subsequent discourse 
of Buddhism and Science, he wrote:

Speaking for her as well as for myself, I can say that if Buddhism con-
tained a single dogma that we were compelled to accept, we would not 
have taken the pānsil [the five vows of a lay Buddhist] nor remained Bud-
dhists ten minutes. Our Buddhism was that of the Master-Adept Gau-
tama Buddha, which was identically the Wisdom Religion of the Aryan 
Upanishads, and the soul of the ancient world-faiths. Our Buddhism was, 
in a word, a philosophy, not a creed.10

Olcott took it as his task to restore true Buddhism to Ceylon and to 
counter the efforts of the Christian missionaries on the island. In order 
to accomplish this aim, he adopted many of their techniques, found-
ing the Buddhist Theosophical Society to disseminate Buddhist knowl-
edge (and later assisted in the founding of the Young Men’s Buddhist  
Association) and publishing in 1881 A Buddhist Catechism, modeled on 
works used by the Christian missionaries. Olcott shared the view of 
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many enthusiasts in Victorian Europe and America, who saw the Buddha 
as the greatest philosopher of India’s Aryan past. The Buddha’s teach-
ings were regarded as a complete philosophical and psychological sys-
tem, based on reason and restraint, opposed to ritual, superstition, and 
sacerdotalism, demonstrating how the individual could live a moral 
life without the trappings of institutional religion. This Buddhism was  
to be found in texts rather than in the lives of the modern-day Bud-
dhists of Sri Lanka, who, in Olcott’s view, had deviated from the origi-
nal teachings.

His Buddhist Catechism contains a chapter entitled “Buddhism and 
Science.” There we find the following questions and answers (which, 
like the rest of the book, were meant to be memorized by Sinhalese  
children):

325	 Q	 �Has Buddhism any right to be considered a scientific religion, or may 
it be classified as a “revealed” one?

	 A	� Most emphatically it is not a revealed religion. The Buddha did 
not so preach, nor is it so understood. On the contrary, he gave 
it out as the statement of eternal truths, which his predecessors 
had taught like himself.11

Moving on to discuss the light that Buddhist scriptures describe as ema-
nating from the Buddha’s body, he continues:

344	 Q	 What do Europeans call it now?
	 A	 The Human Aura.
345	 Q	 �What great scientist has proved the existence of this aura by carefully 

conducted experiments?
	 A	� The Baron von Reichenbach. His experiments are fully  

described in his Researches—published in 1844–5. Dr. Baraduc 
of Paris has, quite recently, photographed this light.

346	 Q	 Is this bright aura a miracle or a natural phenomenon?
	 A	� Natural. It has been proved that not only all human beings, but 

animals, trees, plants and even stones have it.12

Turning to the Buddha’s ability to create illusions, Olcott writes, “Q. 
Is this branch of science well known in our day? A. Very well known; it is  
familiar to all students of mesmerism and hypnotism.”13
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In Sri Lanka alone, over a period of just a few years, the referents of 
the terms Buddhism and Science had shifted. As we shall see in chap-
ter 1, for Gun. ānanda, the monk who defended Buddhism in the debate 
of 1873, Buddhism was the teaching of no self and causation, and Sci-
ence was a heliocentric cosmology ascribed to Newton and rejected as 
false. For Olcott, the Buddha was a more magical master whose wisdom 
also allowed him to manipulate the natural world. Such abilities could 
be confirmed by mesmerism, an eighteenth-century science devised by 
Franz Mesmer (the root of the verb mesmerize) that purported to use the 
magnetism present in living species to cure various maladies.

In 1886 Edwin Arnold, author of the best-selling biography of the 
Buddha, The Light of Asia, visited Bodh Gayā, the site of the Buddha’s 
enlightenment in northern India. Finding it in a state of decay and un-
der the control of a Hindu priest, he wrote an essay in the London Daily 
Telegraph decrying its condition. Three years later he visited Japan and 
was invited to speak at the Imperial University in Tokyo. He concluded 
his lecture, entitled “The Range of Modern Knowledge” and delivered on 
December 15, 1889, with the following declaration, one which suggests 
how encompassing the view of the compatibility of Buddhism and Sci-
ence had become in the late Victorian period:

I have often said, and I shall say again and again, that between Bud-
dhism and modern science there exists a close intellectual bond. When 
Tyndall tells us of sounds we cannot hear; and Norman Lockyer of col-
ours we cannot see; when Sir William Thomson and Professor Sylvester 
push mathematical investigation to regions almost beyond the Calculus, 
and others, still bolder, imagine and try to grapple with, though they can-
not actually grasp, a space of four dimensions, what is all this except the 
Buddhist Maya, a practical recognition of the illusions of the senses? And 
when Darwin shows us life passing onward and upward through a series 
of constantly improving forms towards the Better and the Best, each in-
dividual starting in new existence with the records of bygone good and 
evil stamped deep and ineffaceably from the old ones, what is this again 
but the Buddhist doctrine of Dharma and of Karma? And when the Vic-
torian poet and preacher and moralist rightly discern and worthily teach, 
as the last and truest wisdom, that Justice, Duty, and Right control events, 
and that the eternal Equity and Compassion of the universe overlooks 
and forgives no wrong and no disobedience, but also neglects and forgets 
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no good deed or word or thought, what is this except the teaching of the 
Buddha? Finally, if we gather up all the results of modern research, and 
look away from the best literature to the largest discovery in physics and 
the latest word in biology, what is the conclusion—the high and joyous 
conclusion—forced upon the mind, except that which renders true Bud-
dhism so glad and hopeful? Surely it is that the Descent of man from low 
beginnings implies his Ascent to supreme and glorious developments; 
that “the Conservation of Matter and Energy,” a fact absolutely demon-
strated, points to the kindred fact of the conservation and continuity of 
all Life, whereof matter is but the apparent vehicle and expression; that 
death is probably nothing but a passage and a promotion; that the destiny 
of man has been, and must be, and will be worked out by himself under 
eternal and benign laws which never vary and never mislead; and that for 
every living creature the path thus lies open, by compliance, by effort, by 
insight, by aspiration, by goodwill, by right action, and by loving service, 
to that which Buddhists term Nirvana, and we Christians “the peace of 
God that passeth all understanding.”14

Authority in Buddhism is often a matter of lineage, traced backward 
in time from student to teacher, ideally ending with the Buddha himself. 
If one were to imagine a lineage of the linkage of Buddhism to Science, 
one might begin with Gun. ānanda (who clearly saw himself as repre-
senting the original teachings of the Buddha) to Colonel Olcott, to a 
young Sinhalese named David Hewaviratne, better known as Anagārika 
Dharmapāla (1864–1933). He was born into the small English-speaking 
middle class of Colombo in 1864. His family was Buddhist, but he was 
educated in Catholic and Anglican schools. He met Blavatsky and Ol-
cott during their first visit to Sri Lanka in 1880 and was initiated into the 
Theosophical Society four years later, changing his name to Anagārika 
Dharmapāla (“Homeless Protector of the Dharma”). Although he re-
mained a layman until late in his life, he wore the robes of a monk. He 
became Colonel Olcott’s closest associate, accompanying him on a trip 
to Japan in 1889.

In 1891, inspired by Edwin Arnold’s account of the sad state of the 
temple of Bodh Gayā, Dharmapāla helped to found the Maha Bodhi 
Society, whose aim was to wrest the site from Hindu control and make 
it a place of pilgrimage for Buddhists from around the world, a goal that 
was not achieved until after his death. He gained international fame  
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after his bravura performance at the World’s Parliament of Religions, 
held in conjunction with the Columbian Exposition in Chicago in 1893. 
With his eloquent English and ability to quote from the Bible, he capti-
vated audiences as he argued that Buddhism was clearly the equal, if not 
the superior, of Christianity in both antiquity and profundity, noting, for 
example, its compatibility with Science. While in Chicago, he met not 
only the other Buddhist delegates to the parliament, such as the Japa-
nese Zen priest Shaku Sōen, but American enthusiasts of Buddhism, in-
cluding Paul Carus, a German émigré living in LaSalle, Illinois, and the 
proponent of what he called “The Religion of Science.”15

Dharmapāla lectured widely in the years after the Chicago parlia-
ment, making frequent reference to the compatibility of Buddhism and 
Science. At a lecture delivered at the Town Hall in New York in 1925, he 
declared:

The Message of the Buddha that I have to bring to you is free from theol-
ogy, priestcraft, rituals, ceremonies, dogmas, heavens, hells and other the-
ological shibboleths. The Buddha taught to the civilized Aryans of India 
25 centuries ago a scientific religion containing the highest individualistic 
altruistic ethics, a philosophy of life built on psychological mysticism and 
a cosmogony which is in harmony with geology, astronomy, radioactivity 
and relativity. No creator god can create an ever-changing, ever-existing 
cosmos. Countless billions of aeons ago the earth was existing but under-
going change, and there are billions of solar systems that had existed and 
exist and shall exist.16

In an essay published the previous year, “Buddhism, Science and Chris-
tianity,” the implications of his use of the term Aryan are more clear; the 
“Science” of his title includes one of the most influential sciences of the 
early twentieth century, race science.

Every new discovery in the domain of Science helps us to appreciate the 
sublime teachings of the Buddha Gautama. What is greatly deplored is 
the attitude of certain European Oriental Scholars who condemn Bud-
dhism without serious study.

The semitic religions have neither psychology nor a scientific back 
ground. Judaism was an exclusive religion intended only for the Hebrews. 
It is a materialistic monotheism with Jehovah as the architect of the limited  



16  introduction

world. Christianity is a political camouflage. Its three aspects are the Bi-
ble, barrels of whiskey and bullets. It is a religion of ethical contradictions. 
The old war god of the Jews is yoked with the camouflaged god of love. 
Whose characteristics are that of a veritable autocrat sending countless 
millions of people to an eternal hell of fire and brim stone. He enriches 
the Kingdom of his enemy Satan by increasing the population of hell by 
a thousand fold. Jesus is camouflaged as the prince of peace, whilst his ac-
tions show him to be a personality with an irritable temper. His very disci-
ples forsook him at the critical moment when he prayed for help. He died 
praying to his god confessing his ignominious failure.17

Dharmapāla continues in this vein for several pages, without further 
mention of science, before concluding: “We condemn Christianity as 
a system utterly unsuited to the gentle spirit of the Aryan race.”18 The 
implication of Buddhism in the science of race is discussed in detail in 
chapter 2.

In 1893, on his journey back from the World’s Parliament of Religions, 
Dharmapāla stopped in Shanghai, where he met Yang Wenhui (1837–
1911). Yang was a civil engineer who had become interested in Buddhism 
after happening upon a copy of The Awakening of Faith, one of the more 
influential works of the huge Chinese Buddhist canon. He organized a 
lay society to spread the teaching of the Buddha by carving woodblocks 
for the printing of the Buddhist canon. After serving as a diplomat at the 
Chinese embassy in London, he resigned from his government position 
to devote all his energies to the publication of Buddhist scriptures.

When Dharmapāla visited China, he was accompanied by another 
participant of the World’s Parliament, the Reverend Timothy Rich-
ard (1845–1919), a well-known Welsh Baptist missionary. Upon his ar-
rival, Dharmapāla tried, unsuccessfully, to enlist Chinese monks into the 
Maha Bodhi Society. Rev. Richard, who had been investigated by the 
Baptist Missionary Society in England for teaching something other 
than “essential theology,” arranged for the Sinhalese Buddhist reformer 
to meet Yang Wenhui. Despite Dharmapāla’s urging, Yang did not feel 
that Chinese monks could be persuaded to travel to India to help restore 
Buddhism there; he suggested instead that Indians be sent to China to 
study the Buddhist canon. We observe here one of the issues that beset 
Buddhist leaders in the late nineteenth century and that has persisted 
throughout the history of Buddhism and Science: they often did not 
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agree on what constitutes true Buddhism. Dharmapāla, like the leading 
orientalists of the day, believed that the Pāli scriptures of his native Sri 
Lanka were the most pure and authentic version of the Buddha’s teach-
ings. He would have regarded most of the works that Yang was pub-
lishing as inauthentic. Yang, as a proponent of the Mahāyāna, believed 
that the Buddhism of China was the most complete and authentic. His 
plan for restoring Buddhism in India was to return the Chinese canon 
of translated Indian texts (including the Mahāyāna sūtras) to the land 
of their origin.

Yang and Dharmapāla corresponded over the next fifteen years, agree-
ing on the importance of spreading Buddhism to the West. Toward that 
end, Yang collaborated with Rev. Richard in an English translation of 
The Awakening of Faith, published in 1907. In the following year, Yang 
established a school to train Buddhist monks to serve as foreign mis-
sionaries. His contact with figures such as F. Max Müller (whom he had 
met during his time in England) and Dharmapāla had convinced him 
that Buddhism was the religion most suitable for the modern scientific 
world.

The dilemma faced by Buddhists of China was different from that 
faced by the Buddhists of Sri Lanka. The challenge came not only from 
Christian missionaries, but from a growing community of Chinese in-
tellectuals who saw Buddhism as one of several forms of primitive su-
perstition preventing China’s entry into the modern world; Buddhist 
practice was fraught with ghosts and demons, and Buddhist doctrine 
was “life denying.” As a religion imported from abroad, Buddhism had 
periodically been regarded with suspicion by the state over the course of 
Chinese history and had been subjected to imperial persecution on four 
occasions (in 564, 567, 845, and 955 CE). Criticism of Buddhism inten-
sified in the early decades of the twentieth century (especially after the 
Republican revolution of 1911) when it was denounced both by Chris-
tian missionaries and by Chinese students who returned from studying 
abroad, among whom the works of John Dewey and Karl Marx were 
particularly popular. In 1898 the Qing emperor issued an edict order-
ing that many Buddhist temples (and their often substantial landhold-
ings) be converted to public schools. Although the order was rescinded 
in 1905, Buddhist leaders saw this as an opportunity to respond to criti-
cism (and prevent the seizure of their lands), converting monasteries to 
schools and academies for the training of monks. Modeled to a certain  
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degree on Christian seminaries, the monastic schools set out to train 
monks in the Buddhist classics. The monks would in turn go out in 
public and teach these texts to the laity. Yang’s academy was one of a 
number of such schools. Although most closed after a few years, they 
trained many of the future leaders of modern Buddhism in China, who 
defended the dharma through founding Buddhist organizations, pub-
lishing Buddhist periodicals, and leading lay movements to support the 
sa ×ngha (monastic community).19 One of the students at Yang’s school  
was the monk Taixu.

Taixu (1890–1947) would become one of the most famous figures of 
the Chinese Buddhist revival of the first decades of the twentieth cen-
tury. He was ordained as a monk at the age of fourteen, reportedly be-
cause he wanted to acquire the supernormal powers of the Buddha. He 
studied under the tutelage of the famous Chinese monk Eight Fingers 
(so named because he had burned off one finger of each hand as an of-
fering to the Buddha) and had experienced awakening when reading a 
perfection of wisdom sūtra. After an early flirtation with revolutionary 
politics, in 1911 he organized the Association for the Advancement of 
Buddhism; in 1912 he was involved in a failed attempt to turn the great 
Buddhist monastery of Chin Shan into a modern school for monks. Dis-
graced by this failure, he went into retreat for three years, beginning in 
1914, during which time he studied the Buddhist scriptures and formu-
lated plans for the reorganization of the community of Buddhist monks. 
These called for improved and modernized education for monks and 
their participation in community and government affairs. Taixu would 
design various versions of such plans over the course of his career; none 
were adopted. He was also involved in the publication of a wide vari-
ety of Buddhist periodicals, such as Masses Enlightenment Weekly, Voice 
of Enlightenment, Buddhist Critic, New Buddhist Youth, Modern Sangha, 
Mind’s Light, and the most enduring, The Voice of the Sea Tide. In 1923 he 
founded the first of several of what he called “world Buddhist organiza-
tions.” He began to travel widely, becoming well known in Europe and 
America.20 A collection of his essays published in 1928 contains a bio-
graphical sketch, where he is described as “the most eminent teacher of 
Buddhism in recent years”; it concludes, “On August 11 last [1928], he 
sailed for Europe in order to carry the light of Buddhism to the West, 
and impart to all a supreme, universal, and absolute perception of the  
Cosmos.”21
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In his essays in these periodicals as well as in his lectures in China and 
abroad, Taixu spoke often of the relation between Buddhism and Sci-
ence. The following is from a lecture published in 1928:

Scientific knowledge can prove and postulate the Buddhist doctrine, but 
it cannot ascertain the realities of the Buddhist doctrine. Scientific dis-
coveries have brought about a certain doubt as to religious evidence. The 
old gods and religions seem to have been shaken in the wind of science, 
and religious doctrines have no longer any defence, and the world at large 
seems to be handed over to the tyranny of the machine and all those mon-
strous powers to which Science has given birth.

Buddhism takes quite a different view, and holds that Science does not 
go far enough into the mysteries of Nature, and that if she went further 
the Buddhist doctrine would be even more evident. The truths contained 
in the Buddhist doctrine concerning the real nature of the Universe would 
greatly help Science and tend to bring about a union between Science and 
Buddhism. . . .

By the use of such scientific methods the Buddhist scholar is aided 
in his research. When we go beyond these methods we find that Science 
is unable to grasp the reality of the Buddhist doctrine. The reality of the 
Buddhist doctrine is only to be grasped by those who are in the sphere 
of supreme and universal perception, in which they can behold the true 
nature of the Universe, but for this they must have attained the wisdom 
of Buddha himself, and it is not by the use of science or logic that we can 
expect to acquire such wisdom. Science therefore is only a stepping stone 
in such matters.22

We see here one of the more strident views of the relation of Bud-
dhism and Science, a view that would be repeated in the future: that Sci-
ence can confirm the insights of the Buddha but is incapable of gaining 
those insights through its own means.23 Science—identified here, as is 
often the case in the Buddhism and Science discourse, with a somewhat 
bewildering and frightening technology—can be of benefit in investigat-
ing the world, but its scope is limited. In order to penetrate beyond ap-
pearances to the true nature of reality, however, science is inadequate. To 
understand the nature of reality, one must achieve buddhahood.

In the last decades of the nineteenth century, Buddhism was also under 
attack in Japan. In an effort to demonstrate the relevance of Buddhism  
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to the larger interests of the Japanese nation, Buddhist leaders sought  
to promote a New Buddhism that would play an active role in Japan’s 
attempts to modernize and expand. In the early years of the Meiji pe-
riod (1868–1912), Buddhism had been attacked in terms that would be  
repeated in China at the end of the nineteenth century. It was portrayed 
as a foreign and anachronistic institution, riddled with corruption, a par-
asite on society, and the purveyor of superstition, impeding Japan from 
taking its rightful place among the great nations of the modern world. 
The New Buddhism that was espoused in response to such charges was 
represented as both purely Japanese and purely Buddhist—more Bud-
dhist, in fact, than the other Buddhisms of Asia, especially those of China 
and Korea, which many Japanese Buddhist leaders conceded were cor-
rupt. The New Buddhism was also committed to social welfare, urging 
the foundation of public education, hospitals, and charities. It supported 
the military expansion of the Japanese empire. And it was fully consist-
ent with modern science.24

One of the leading figures of the New Buddhism was Shaku Sōen 
(1859–1919). Ordained at the age of twelve as a novice in the Rinzai sect of 
Zen, he studied under the master Imakita Kosen (1816–1892). He trained 
under Kosen at the famous Engakuji monastery in Kamakura, receiv-
ing “dharma transmission,” and hence authority to teach, at the age of 
twenty-four. Seeking to combine both Buddhist training and Western- 
style education, he attended Keio University and then traveled to Ceylon 
to study Pāli and live as a Theravāda monk; by this time, the European 
orientalist view had reached Japan that held that the Pāli scriptures of 
Theravāda Buddhism were closest to the original teachings of the Bud-
dha. Upon his return, Shaku Sōen was chosen by a conference of abbots 
to be one of the four editors of a work to be entitled The Essentials of All 
the Buddhist Sects. He was selected to be one of the Japanese represent-
atives to the World’s Parliament of Religions in 1893; his address was 
translated into English by one of his lay disciples, D. T. Suzuki. In his ad-
dress to the parliament, Shaku Sōen did not speak about Bodhidharma 
coming to the West, the koan mu, the practice of zazen, or the experience 
of satori. He spoke about causation.

If we open our eyes and look at the universe we observe the sun and moon 
and stars in the sky; mountains, rivers, plants, animals, fishes and birds  
on the earth. Cold and warmth come alternately; shine and rain change 
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from time to time without ever reaching an end. Again let us close our 
eyes and calmly reflect upon ourselves. From morning to evening we are 
agitated by the feelings of pleasure and pain, love and hate; sometimes full 
of ambition and desire, sometimes called to the utmost excitement or rea-
son and will. Thus the action of mind is like an endless issue of a spring 
of water. As the phenomena of the external world are various and marve-
lous, so is the internal attitude of the human mind. Shall we ask for the 
explanation of these marvelous phenomena? Why is the universe in con-
stant flux? Why do things change? Why is the mind subjected to a con-
stant agitation? For these Buddhism offers only one explanation, namely 
the law of cause and effect.25

Thus, among all the topics that Shaku Sōen, a Zen priest and Mahāyāna  
master, could have chosen to introduce Buddhism to his American au-
dience, he chose not emptiness or compassion or the Buddha nature, but 
the comparatively prosaic topic of causation. It is in fact a basic Bud-
dhist doctrine accepted, at least on the conventional level, by all schools 
of Buddhism across Asia. But it is likely that Shaku Sōen also selected 
it because it seemed utterly modern, and scientific, explaining both the 
outer world of matter and the inner world of mind without recourse to 
God.26

Indeed, it was in the late nineteenth century that Buddhist apologists 
began to refer to the doctrine of karma as a natural law. In classical Bud-
dhist doctrine, all human experiences of pleasure and pain are the result 
of deeds done in the past, either in the present lifetime or in one of innu-
merable past lives. Evil or nonvirtuous (akuśala) deeds of body, speech, or 
mind—that is, physical actions, words, and thoughts—inevitably result 
in physical or mental suffering in the future, either in the present lifetime 
or some future life, unless the seeds of suffering are destroyed by wisdom. 
These deeds are classically enumerated as ten: killing, stealing, sexual 
misconduct, lying, divisive speech, harsh speech, senseless speech, covet-
ousness, harmful intent, and wrong view. Virtuous deeds of body, speech, 
and mind inevitably result in physical or mental happiness in the future. 
It might be said that just as an object dropped from a table will fall to the 
ground by the force of gravity, a virtuous deed will result in a feeling of 
happiness by the force of karma. Thus, when the model of a mechanistic 
universe prevailed in European science, Buddhists could claim that such 
a mechanism also pertained in the realm of morality, that according to 
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the natural law of karma, the universe was ethical, without the need for 
God to bestow blessings or mete out punishments. Describing the law of 
karma, Thomas Huxley, the great proponent of Darwin, wrote in 1894, a 
year after the Chicago parliament where Shaku Sōen had spoken:

If this world is full of pain and sorrow; if grief and evil fall, like the rain, 
upon both the just and the unjust; it is because, like the rain, they are links 
in the endless chain of natural causation by which past, present, and fu-
ture are indissolubly connected; and there is no more injustice in the one 
case than in the other. Every sentient being is reaping as it has sown; if not 
in this life, then in one or other of the infinite series of antecedent exist-
ences of which it is the latest term. The present distribution of good and 
evil is, therefore, the algebraical sum of accumulated positive and negative 
deserts; or, rather, it depends on the floating balance of the account.27

Upon his return to Japan, Shaku Sōen reported on the work of the 
Japanese delegation at the parliament:

We invited the attention of the participants, both foreign and Japanese, to 
the following points at least: that the Japanese are people with abundantly 
loyal and patriotic spirits; that Buddhism has exercised great influence 
on Japanese spirituality, and had influence on successive emperors too; 
that Buddhism is a universal religion and it closely corresponds to what 
science and philosophy say today; that we cleared off the prejudice that 
Mahāyāna Buddhism was not the true teaching of the Buddha; that Mr. 
Straw, a wealthy merchant in New York, had a conversion ceremony car-
ried on at the congress hall in which he became a Buddhist; that a leading 
Japanese staying in the United States arranged a Buddhist lecture meet-
ing twice for us in the Exposition building, and so on.28

This passage summarizes the multiple motivations of the Japanese 
delegation to the Chicago parliament. In addition to seeking to demon-
strate the historical links between Buddhism and the Japanese imperial 
family as well as the relevance of Buddhism to the modern world (and 
hence its compatibility with Science), they were concerned to establish 
the legitimacy of the Mahāyāna (which they also referred to as East-
ern Buddhism) as an authentic form of Buddhism, against the claims of 
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both Theravāda delegates and the scholarly opinion of the day that the 
Pāli scriptures of the Theravāda most faithfully represented the Bud-
dhism of the Buddha. Although not alluded to in this passage, the Japa-
nese delegation also sought to draw attention to the unfavorable terms of 
Japan’s treaties with the United States; the other lecture that Shaku Sōen 
delivered at the parliament was entitled “Arbitration Instead of War.”29 
He later served as a chaplain in Manchuria during the Russo-Japanese 
War of 1904–5; by that time he had become sufficiently well known that 
Leo Tolstoy sought to enlist his support in condemning the war between 
their two nations, a request that the Zen priest refused.

When Shaku Sōen’s disciple D. T. Suzuki came to compose his first 
major work in English, he wrote not about the Zen that would make 
him so famous. Instead he continued the work that Shaku Sōen had be-
gun at the World’s Parliament of Religions. Thus, in his 1907 Outlines of 
Mahayana Buddhism, Suzuki describes Buddhism as a universal religion, 
he defends the Mahāyāna as the genuine teaching of the Buddha, and he 
sets forth its correspondence to Science. Indeed, as others had argued in 
the past and would argue in the future, Suzuki announced that the dis-
coveries of science had been anticipated by the Buddha. He wrote, “It 
is wonderful that Buddhism clearly anticipated the outcome of modern 
psychological researches at the time when all other religious and philo-
sophical systems were eagerly cherishing dogmatic superstitions con-
cerning the nature of the ego. The refusal of modern psychology to have 
soul mean anything more than the sum-total of all mental experiences, 
such as sensations, ideas, feelings, decisions, etc., is precisely a rehearsal 
of the Buddhist doctrine of non-âtman.”30 At the same time, he declared 
the compatibility of Buddhism and Science.

It is to be infered [sic] that Buddhism never discourages the scientific, 
critical investigation of religious beliefs. For it is one of the functions of 
science that it should purify the contents of a belief and that it should 
point out in which direction our final spiritual truth and consolation have 
to be sought. Science alone which is built on relative knowledge is not 
able to satisfy all our religious cravings, but it is certainly able to direct us 
to the path of enlightenment. When this path is at last revealed, we shall 
know how to avail ourselves of the discovery, as then Prajñâ (or Sambo-
dhi, or Wisdom) becomes the guide to life. Here we enter into the region 
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of the unknowable. The spiritual facts we experience are not demonstra-
ble, for they are so direct and immediate that the uninitiated are alto-
gether at a loss to get a glimpse of them.31

We have now surveyed the works of Buddhist leaders in Sri Lanka, 
China, and Japan during the period before the First World War, and the 
messages that they delivered to audiences in their homelands and in Eu-
rope and America. Although each offered a somewhat different view 
from the other, together they regard Buddhism as that religion most 
compatible with Science, although they also hold that Buddhism of-
fers access to states of wisdom that Science alone can never attain. Some 
even went so far as to declare that Buddhism was not a religion at all, but 
was itself a science of the mind. The implications of such a claim become 
clear in light of theories of social evolution of the day, which saw an in-
evitable advance of humanity from the state of primitive superstition to 
religion to science. By claiming it to be a science, Buddhism, condemned 
as a primitive superstition both by European missionaries and by Asian 
modernists, leaps from the bottom of the evolutionary scale to the  
top.

Although it has become fashionable in academic circles to speak 
not of a single Buddhism but of many Buddhisms (located at different 
points in history and different sites in the world), in this case it seems pos
sible, despite differences of language and of cultural context, to ascribe  
a certain coherence to the discourse of Buddhism and Science. The  
passages cited above were all written within a relatively brief period of 
time. And the authors of these passages were, in one way or another, re-
lated to each other. Olcott was inspired to visit Sri Lanka by the debate  
of Gu.nānanda, whom Olcott met. Olcott then worked closely with 
Dharmapāla, who in turn met Yang Wenhui, who was a teacher of  
Taixu. At the Chicago parliament, Dharmapāla met Shaku Sōen, and 
they both met Paul Carus. Shaku Sōen would later arrange for his stu-
dent D. T. Suzuki to come to America, where he lived and worked with 
Carus for eleven years.

This is not to suggest that the lineage went unchallenged or that the 
claims of Buddhism and Science were universally affirmed. Voices of 
dissent were occasionally heard, some emanating from the academy. In 
1923 the British Indologist and jurist Arthur Berriedale Keith wrote:
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Yet another, and perhaps more serious, defect in the most popular of cur-
rent expositions of Buddhism is the determination to modernize, to show 
that early in Buddhist thought we had fully appreciated ideas which have 
only slowly and laboriously been elaborated in Europe, and are normally 
regarded as the particular achievement of modern philosophy. Now there 
is nothing more interesting or legitimate than, on the basis of a careful in-
vestigation of any ancient philosophy, to mark in what measure it attains 
conceptions familiar in modern thought; but it is a very different thing 
to distort early ideas in order to bring them up to date, and the futility of 
the process may be realized when it is remembered that every generation 
which yields to the temptation will succeed in finding its own concep-
tions foreshadowed.32

The discourse of Buddhism and Science remained relatively dormant 
during the 1940s and 1950s, with the exception of parallels drawn by 
some between psychoanalysis and Zen, inspired largely by the works of 
D. T. Suzuki.33 It reemerged in the 1960s with the efflorescence of inter-
est in Asian religions and Eastern wisdom. The signal publication during 
this period was the improbable best-seller, The Tao of Physics, first pub-
lished in 1975. The work went on to become a classic of the New Age, 
selling more than 1 million copies.

Its author, Fritjof Capra (b. 1939), was a physicist rather than a student 
of Buddhism, and thus relied on secondary sources for his portrayal of 
Buddhist thought. As was the case with a number of works of this pe-
riod, Capra spoke as often of “Eastern mysticism” as of a specific tradi-
tion. This mysticism included, then, insights of Hinduism, Buddhism, 
and Taoism.

When I refer to “Eastern mysticism,” I mean the religious philosophies 
of Hinduism, Buddhism, and Taoism. Although these comprise a vast 
number of subtly interwoven spiritual disciplines and philosophical sys-
tems, the basic features of their world view are the same. The view is not 
limited to the East, but can be found to some degree in all mystically ori-
ented philosophies. The argument of this book could therefore be phrased 
more generally, by saying that modern physics leads us to a view of the 
world which is very similar to the views held by mystics of all ages and 
traditions. Mystical traditions are present in all religions, and mystical  
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elements can be found in many schools of Western philosophy. The par-
allels to modern physics appear not only in the Vedas of Hinduism, in the 
I Ching, or in the Buddhist sutras, but also in the fragments of Heracli-
tus, in the Sufism of Ibn Arabi, or in the teachings of the Yaqui sorcerer 
Don Juan.34

Like the Theosophists of the nineteenth century, Capra sees a deep 
foundation from which all mystical traditions arise, a tradition that both  
anticipates and is confirmed by what he calls “the New Physics.” Both 
mysticism and modern physics derive their insights from empirical 
methods, yet those insights cannot be expressed in words. They thus re-
main beyond the comprehension of those who are neither mystics nor 
physicists. As he writes, “A page from a journal of modern experimen-
tal physics will be as mysterious to the uninitiated as a Tibetan mandala. 
Both are enquiries into the nature of the universe.”35 For the mystic, the 
result of his inquiry is “a direct non-intellectual experience of reality.”

A Hindu and a Taoist may stress different aspects of the experience; a 
Japanese Buddhist may interpret his or her experience in terms which are 
very different from those used by an Indian Buddhist; but the basic ele-
ments of the world view which has been developed in all these traditions 
are the same. These elements also seem to be the fundamental features of 
the world view emerging from modern physics.

The most important characteristic of the Eastern world view—one 
could almost say the essence of it—is the awareness of the unity and mu-
tual interrelation of all things and events, the experience of all phenom-
ena in the world as manifestations of a basic oneness. All things are seen 
as interdependent and inseparable parts of this cosmic whole; as different 
manifestations of the same ultimate reality.36

Capra devotes individual chapters to five forms of Eastern mysticism: 
Hinduism, Buddhism, Chinese Thought, Taoism, and Zen, implying 
perhaps that Taoism is not a form of Chinese Thought and that Zen is 
not a form of Buddhism. In discussing Buddhism, he explains that while 
Hinduism is “mythological and ritualistic,” Buddhism is “psychological.” 
The Buddha’s “doctrine, therefore, was not one of metaphysics, but one 
of psychotherapy.”37 After surveying the four noble truths, he turns to 
the Mahāyāna, and a text entitled The Awakening of Faith, which he de-
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scribes as a first-century CE work that is “the first representative treatise 
on the Mahayana doctrine and has become a principal authority for all 
schools of Mahayana Buddhism.”38 The Awakening of Mahāyāna Faith 
(Dasheng qixin lun) is a work attributed to the Indian master Aśvagho.sa, 
first translated into Chinese in 553. Japanese scholars have demonstrated 
that it is in fact an apocryphon, not translated but instead originally 
composed in China in the sixth century and attributed to Aśvagho.sa 
in order to enhance its authority. Its influence in East Asian Buddhism 
has indeed been profound. But since it is neither a first-century work  
nor an Indian work, it cannot be “a principal authority for all schools of  
Mahayana Buddhism.” Perhaps more important than its pedigree is the 
fact that it was one of the first Chinese Buddhist works to be translated 
into English, and by figures who hold a central place in the discourse of 
Buddhism and Science. It was translated by D. T. Suzuki and Paul Ca-
rus in 1900 and, as noted above, by Timothy Richard and Yang Wenhui 
in 1907.39 Indeed, it is Suzuki’s influential vision of Zen as an experience, 
separate from historical contingencies and separate ultimately from 
Buddhism, that informs much of Capra’s work.40

After describing the various mystical traditions of Asia, Capra sur-
veys “the New Physics,” noting similarities and parallels along the way. 
His goal, however, does not seem to be one of proof, but of evocation.

The Eastern religious philosophies are concerned with timeless mysti-
cal knowledge which lies beyond reasoning and cannot be adequately ex-
pressed in words. The relation of this knowledge to modern physics is but 
one of its many aspects and, like all the others, it cannot be demonstrated 
conclusively but has to be experienced in a direct intuitive way. What I 
hope to have achieved, to some extent, therefore, is not a rigorous demon-
stration, but rather to have given the reader an opportunity to relive, every 
now and then, an experience which has become for me a continuing joy 
and inspiration; that the principal theories and models of modern phys-
ics lead to a view of the world which is internally consistent and in perfect 
harmony with the views of Eastern mysticism.41

Capra thus is making a declaration of faith, and inviting others to 
share in that faith for the joy and comfort it provides. He does not ex-
plain the nature of this joy or why his experience is joyful. One can only 
assume that he finds a deep comfort in the knowledge that what is newly 



28  introduction

known was once known long ago. It is notable, however, that his own 
knowledge of the ancient mystics, at least in the case of Buddhism, is 
drawn not from ancient texts but from modern apologists, most impor-
tant, D. T. Suzuki, disciple of Shaku Sōen, disciple of Paul Carus, and a 
founding figure in the discourse of Buddhism and Science.

It was Suzuki’s work that was most widely read in the 1950s and  
1960s, before Japanese Zen teachers and Tibetan lamas came to Amer-
ica. From reading the works of Suzuki, parallels between Buddhism and 
Science are easy to discern; indeed, as we have seen, Suzuki draws them 
himself. When confronted with Asian teachers, the situation is some-
what more complicated, as Capra suggests in his afterword to the third 
edition of The Tao of Physics: “I no longer believe that we can adopt East-
ern spiritual traditions in the West without changing them in many im-
portant ways to adapt them to our culture. My belief has been enforced 
by my encounters with many Eastern spiritual teachers who have been un-
able to understand some crucial aspects of the new paradigm that is now 
emerging in the West.”42 Perhaps Capra had not met the Dalai Lama.

The Fourteenth Dalai Lama of Tibet has been the most visible and 
influential Buddhist teacher to embrace the discourse of Buddhism and 
Science. The figures of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centu-
ries, such as Dharmapāla, Taixu, and D. T. Suzuki, had complicated (and 
in some cases strained) relations with the Buddhist institutions of their 
homelands, and none had either the authority or the stature of the Dalai 
Lama. Born in 1935 in a distant corner of the Tibetan cultural domain, he 
was identified as a young boy as the fourteenth incarnation of the Dalai 
Lama, a lineage of Buddhist teachers that extends back to the fifteenth 
century; since 1642, the Dalai Lamas were also the temporal rulers of Ti-
bet. He displayed an interest in mechanical things from the time of his 
tutelage in the Potala Palace in Lhasa, where he discovered various Eu-
ropean gadgets given as gifts to his predecessor. The People’s Liberation 
Army invaded Tibet in 1950 and the Dalai Lama assumed the position 
of head of state, traveling in 1954 to China, where he was impressed by 
Chinese feats of engineering. During a failed Tibetan uprising against 
the occupying army in March 1959, he escaped to India, where he has 
lived since.

The Dalai Lama’s first decade in exile was dominated by the plight 
of the tens of thousands of Tibetans who escaped across the Himalayas 
into India and Nepal. He wrote little during this time, and one finds few 
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references to science. His first book on Buddhism, published in Tibetan 
in 1963, begins:

At this time of the twentieth century, an era of chemicals and weaponry, 
during the phase of ethics among the ten periods of five hundred years in 
the teaching of the fourth leader, the Teacher [Śākyamuni Buddha], ex-
ternal material culture is continuing to develop and expand. At the same 
time, there is a vital need for similar development and expansion of inner 
awareness and attitude.43

Writing in Tibetan for a Tibetan audience, the Dalai Lama measures 
time in a traditional way. Among the many prophecies concerning how 
long Buddhism will last after the Buddha’s passage into nirvā.na, there 
is one that predicts that it will last for ten periods, each five hundred 
years in length, and each associated with a different virtue. According to 
some systems of reckoning, we now live in the sixth such period, where 
the chief virtue is ethics. After the entire period of five thousand years 
has come to an end, the teachings of the Buddha will disappear from 
the world and be forgotten. At some point in the future, another bud-
dha will appear in the world. Indeed, buddhas have already appeared in 
our world on three occasions, and their teachings have been forgotten. 
Hence, the Buddha who appeared in India some twenty-five hundred 
years ago, referred to by the Dalai Lama simply as “the Teacher,” is the 
fourth buddha to appear in our universe. The Dalai Lama thus begins 
his book from the perspective of the traditional Buddhist cosmology. He 
would come to call certain elements of that cosmology into question in 
subsequent years.

The passage cited above offers a somewhat conservative position on 
the question of Buddhism and Science. The Dalai Lama acknowledges 
the great power, and danger, of science, identifying the external world as 
its domain. Although it may dominate there, Buddhism nonetheless has 
much to offer for inner development. This is one of the standard tropes 
of the Buddhism and Science discourse, that Science describes the ex-
ternal world and Buddhism describes the internal world.44 In the subse-
quent decades, the Dalai Lama’s views on this question would change, as 
discussed in chapter 3.

Although particular forms of Theravāda and Zen meditation con-
tinue to be mentioned in the discourse of Buddhism and Science, in the 
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last decade of the twentieth century and the first decade of the twenty-
first, the primary referent of the term Buddhism in the phrase “Buddhism 
and Science” has been Tibetan Buddhism. Just a century before, Tibetan 
Buddhism was regarded as the most corrupt and least authentic form of 
Buddhism, not only by European scholars but by some Asian Buddhists 
as well. It was seen to have deviated so far from the original teachings 
of the Buddha that it did not merit the name Buddhism and was called 
instead Lamaism. Here is the opening paragraph of the entry on Lama-
ism from the ninth edition of the Encyclopædia Britannica (published be-
tween 1875 and 1888) by Thomas W. Rhys Davids, author of the entry on 
Buddhism cited earlier:

lāmāism is partly religious, partly political. Religiously it is the corrupt 
form of Buddhism prevalent in Tibet and Mongolia. It stands in a rela-
tionship to primitive Buddhism similar to that in which Roman Catholi-
cism, so long as the temporal power of the pope was still in existence, 
stood to primitive Christianity. . . . Lāmāism is hardly calculated to attract 
much attention for its own sake. Tibetan superstitions and Tibetan poli-
tics are alike repugnant to Western minds. But, as so many unfounded 
beliefs and curious customs have a special value of their own to the stu-
dent of folklore, so Lāmāism has acquired a special interest to the student 
of comparative history through the instructive parallel which its history 
presents to that of the Church of Rome.45

This view remained sufficiently widespread in the twentieth century 
that the Dalai Lama felt the need to address it in his 1963 treatise, where 
he writes, “Some people say that the religion of Tibet is ‘Lamaism,’ as if 
it were a religion not taught by the Buddha, but this is not so. The orig-
inal author of the sūtras and tantras that are the root source of all the 
schools of Tibetan Buddhism is the teacher Śākyamuni Buddha.”46 It is 
important to note that Tibetan Buddhism, which was regarded as su-
perstition and folklore at the end of the nineteenth century, became the 
conversation partner of neurobiology at the end of the twentieth.

Through these various peregrinations, the discourse of Buddhism and 
Science has survived from the nineteenth, through the twentieth, and 
now into the twenty-first century. It began in the arena of polemics, with 
Buddhists seeking to defend their religion against the attacks of Chris-
tian missionaries. In its first stage, Buddhism referred most often to the 
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Theravāda Buddhism of Sri Lanka (one that rejects the Mahāyāna sūtras 
as the word of the Buddha), and Science referred for the most part to the-
ories of a heliocentric universe, views that had had their own troubled 
past in the history of Christianity. In the next phase, Buddhism became 
the Buddhism of Blavatsky, an eccentric blend of orientalist scholarship 
seen through the lens of Theosophy. This Buddhism was claimed to be 
an ancient wisdom, of which the various Buddhisms of contemporary 
Asia were but mere reflections. And this Buddhism was seen as com-
patible with quack sciences, such as mesmerism and the theory of au-
ras. Asian Buddhist leaders, after embracing Theosophy as an ally, would 
come to reject it, turning this time to another European source, this 
one more reputable: the Buddhism of the orientalists. This Buddhism 
was the philosophy of the Buddha, as they understood him, an aristo-
cratic teacher who rebelled against the corrupt priestcraft of his day to 
teach an ethical system that required no God, and which opened the 
path to freedom from suffering to all men. Asian Buddhists and Eu-
ropean enthusiasts could thus claim Buddhism as the most modern of 
the world religions, able to uphold morality without the need for an an-
gry creator God, and as the most scientific, fully in accord with the sci-
ence of the day, which described a mechanistic universe of cause and  
effect.

In the period after the Second World War, this science was displaced by 
Einstein’s theories and Theravāda Buddhism was displaced by Zen, espe-
cially as set forth by D. T. Suzuki. The focus turned from cause and effect 
to relativity and from the law of karma to “interdependence,” through 
creative readings of Nāgārjuna’s statements on pratītyasamutpāda, “de-
pendent origination.” In more recent years, expositions of emptiness and 
quantum physics have continued (although now drawing on Tibetan in-
terpretations of Indian Buddhist doctrine), with a new element added: 
the relation of Buddhism to cognitive science, especially through labora-
tory investigations of the effects of Buddhist meditation on the brain.

Thus, over the course of a century and a half, Buddhism has meant the 
Theravāda tradition of late nineteenth-century Sri Lanka, the “esoteric 
Buddhism” of Theosophy, the ethical Buddhism of the orientalists, the 
Zen of D. T. Suzuki, the Madhyamaka philosophy of Nāgārjuna, and the 
Mahāyāna and tantric Buddhism of Tibet. Science has meant basic as-
tronomy, a mechanistic universe, modern physics, modern cosmology, 
and neurobiology. The referent of Buddhism and the referent of Science 
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have changed radically over the course of more than a century, yet the 
claim for the compatibility of Buddhism and Science has continued to 
be made. And in each case, in order for the claim to be made, each term 
must be radically restricted. Buddhism becomes a single tradition, and 
within that tradition, an isolated set of elite doctrines and practices. The 
term science is often restricted to such an extent that it is like a mantra, a 
potent sound with no semantic value.

By the time that the first claims of affinity between Buddhism and 
Science began to be made in Asia in the late nineteenth century, Sci-
ence had come to carry connotations of authority, validation, and truth, 
separate from and, in some cases, in conflict with, those of the Chris-
tian church. It is therefore perhaps unsurprising that Buddhist leaders in 
Asia would point to what they identified as the scientific aspects of Bud-
dhism in an effort to trump the charges of idolatry and superstition lev-
eled at them by Christian missionaries across the Buddhist world. They 
argued that the Buddha knew long ago what the science of the Christian 
West was only now discovering, whether it be the mechanisms of cau-
sation that rely on no god, the analysis of experiences into their compo-
nent parts, the subtle disintegration of matter called impermanence, or 
the existence of multiple universes.

In the discourse of Buddhism and Science, it often seems that Sci-
ence refers to the eternal truths in nature, and in the mind. Some of 
those truths have been discovered, some await discovery. But Science 
has also not been immune from the historical, the social, the political.47 
Buddhists first encountered “Science,” perhaps ironically, in the guise of 
Christianity; it was a superior knowledge, a knowledge that Christian-
ity possessed and Buddhism did not, thus providing yet further proof of 
the superiority of Christianity, and hence a tool of the missionary and a 
reason for conversion. Later, Science would be portrayed as the product 
of a more generalized “European civilization,” something that this civi-
lization would take around the world; the vehicle for that journey was 
colonialism.

The modern Buddhists of the late nineteenth and early twentieth 
centuries thus had good reason to try to claim science for themselves. 
Whether to counter the missionary’s charge that Buddhism was super-
stition and idolatry, or to counter the colonialist’s claim that the Asian 
was prone to fanciful flights of the mind and meaningless rituals of the 
body, or to counter both, science proved the ideal weapon. It was Bud-
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dhism, in fact, that was the scientific religion, the religion best suited 
for modernity, throughout the world. It was an Asian, the Buddha, who 
knew millennia ago what the European was just beginning to discover. 
This latter point was only made possible through the strange interna-
tional network that invented the Buddha as we know him (described in 
chapter 4).

A century later, the missionaries have not gone away, but their in-
roads into Buddhist societies are largely confined to specific times and 
places of the past: Japan in the sixteenth century, Sri Lanka in the early 
nineteenth century, Korea in the late nineteenth century. And European 
colonialism, in its classical form, has died out. Yet the discourse of Bud-
dhism and Science persists, unchanged in so many ways. The enemy is 
slain; the weapon continues to be wielded.

The Buddhist figures mentioned above and considered in the fol-
lowing chapters are a disparate group, coming from different Buddhist 
cultures, regarding different forms of Buddhism as the most authen-
tic. However, if we consider them from another perspective, they have 
something in common. Gu.nānanda and Dharmapāla were patri-
ots in the struggle for Sri Lankan independence, Yang Wenhui and  
Taixu sought to prove the relevance of Buddhism to the new Republic 
of China, Shaku Sōen and Suzuki argued for the essential role for Bud-
dhism in the expanding empire of Japan, and the Tibetan writer Gendun 
Chopel (discussed in chapter 1 and chapter 3) was imprisoned for acts of 
treason, acts inspired by the conviction that Tibet must be transformed 
into a modern nation-state. The inevitable links between nation and sci-
ence help to explain why today the most famous proponent for the links 
between Buddhism and Science is none other than the Dalai Lama, who 
has struggled for a half century for the independence of Tibet, perhaps 
still seeking to demonstrate that Tibetan Buddhism is not the primi-
tive superstition that the European orientalists saw in the nineteenth 
century and that the Chinese Communist Party saw in the twentieth. 
Rather, Tibetan Buddhism is presented as a worthy interlocutor of Sci-
ence and hence an appropriate ideology of a modern nation that might 
one day exist.

Such an argument may explain the motivations of the Dalai Lama and 
the other Buddhist leaders who have invoked Science over the decades. 
But this alone is not enough to sustain the discourse into the twenty-
first century.
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Buddhism is renowned for its ability to assimilate the traditions of its 
environment. In India, the Hindu gods were retained, but deprived of 
their immortality and consigned to the round of rebirth. With the rise of 
the Mahāyāna four centuries after the passing of the Buddha, the earlier 
tradition became “the lesser vehicle” (hīnayāna), still a path to liberation 
but inadequate for the greater goal of buddhahood. With the rise of tan-
tra, it was claimed not only that all those who sought buddhahood must 
enter the tantric path, but that all the buddhas of the past, including 
Śākyamuni, had also done so. In Japan, the master Kūkai ranked Confu-
cianism second from the bottom in a hierarchy of ten levels of teachings, 
with his own Shingon sect at the top. In Burma, alchemical practices de-
signed to prolong life were used to allow one to live long enough to meet 
the future buddha Maitreya. In Tibet, the fierce gods of the mountains 
and valleys were tamed by Buddhist masters, pledging to forever protect 
the dharma rather than lose their lives.

This description of the spread of Buddhism falsely ascribes a kind of 
agency to the abstract entity “Buddhism,” moving from culture to culture 
around the world and absorbing all that it encounters into itself. Perhaps 
even more falsely, such a description implies that there is a Buddhism 
that exists prior to and apart from its assimilated elements. Nonetheless, 
this quality of accommodation is a powerful metaphor in Buddhism, ac-
knowledging and accepting all that is not somehow the true Buddhism 
as being of real, but only temporary, value, bringing worldly good but un-
able to effect the ultimate aim. The ultimate aim is the exclusive domain 
of the dharma, however it might be understood. The Dalai Lama re-
cently said, “I have great respect for science. But scientists, on their own, 
cannot prove nirvana. Science shows us that there are practices that can 
make a difference between a happy life and a miserable life. A real under-
standing of the true nature of the mind can only be gained through med-
itation.”48 His comments provide a possible model for the relationship 
of Buddhism and Science: Buddhism and Science are two different do-
mains, “non-overlapping magisterial,” in Stephen Jay Gould’s memora-
ble phrase. The Buddha taught the ultimate truth, the nature of and path 
to liberation from rebirth and nirvā.na. Science is concerned with the 
conventional truth, the mundane nature of the world, and offers much 
insight into its operation. Yet each tradition, Buddhism and Science, has 
produced important tomes on both the conventional and the ultimate. 
And where the line between the ultimate and the conventional must 
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be drawn is a question that Buddhist thinkers have pondered, and con-
tested, for two millennia.

Buddhism has long enjoyed the position, first in the West and then 
throughout much of the world, as the religion that is not a religion, as the 
ideal alternative to theism, dogma, and ritual, as the religion that spread 
across Asia not through war but through the self-evident goodness of its 
teachings and the benevolent teacher who taught them. This vision of 
Buddhism persists in the face of decades of scholarship that has demon-
strated that the history of Buddhism is a good deal more complicated, as 
a single moment of reflection would seem to suggest.

With this special status so firmly in place, would it be possible for 
Buddhism to renounce its attachment to Science? Or is Buddhism’s ap-
parent compatibility with Science, regardless of the difficulties suggested 
here, now an essential and inevitable element of its mystique? Is it a nec-
essary step in the evolution of Buddhism? This book offers an occasion 
to ponder such questions.

It is composed of five essays and a conclusion. The first chapter con-
siders the rise and fall of Mount Meru, the great peak that stands at 
the center of the (flat) Buddhist world. It was an early target of Chris-
tian missionaries, who sought to show that Buddhist beliefs were in-
compatible with the discoveries of European astronomy and geography. 
Its existence was defended by some Buddhist monks, but Mount Meru 
would eventually crumble, the first constituent of Buddhist doctrine that 
was deemed dispensable in order for Buddhism to be compatible with 
Science. The tale of the sad fate of this central mountain is recounted  
here.

The second chapter discusses Buddhist attitudes toward social class, 
and the representation of those attitudes by both European and Bud-
dhist thinkers in the nineteenth century. The Buddha’s apparent rejec-
tion of caste distinctions was described by Eugène Burnouf as early as 
1844 as “this celebrated axiom of Oriental history,” and would be repeat-
edly invoked in portrayals of Buddhism’s harmony with the principles of 
the European Enlightenment. As some of the early orientalists noted, 
the Buddhist attitude toward caste was not as simple as it was often 
depicted. Apart from providing some background on the social setting 
from which Buddhism emerged in India, one might ask what the ques-
tion of caste has to do with Buddhism and Science. The answer, in brief, 
is that the Buddhist notion of superiority, expressed by the Sanskrit term 
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āryan, would play a role in perhaps the most notorious science of the late 
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, the science of race.

The third chapter looks closely at the contributions of two Tibetans  
to the discourse of Buddhism and Science. In the early decades of the 
discourse, as noted above, Tibetan Buddhism, called Lamaism, was 
sometimes not regarded as a legitimate form of Buddhism by European 
scholars, and was excluded from the conversation. Tibetan Buddhists 
were indeed latecomers to Buddhist modernism. The most sustained Ti-
betan discussion of Buddhism and Science in the first half of the twenti-
eth century came from the renegade scholar Gendun Chopel (1903–1951), 
who in 1938 published an essay arguing that the world is round. His more 
extensive views on Buddhism and Science had little influence because 
they were not published until 1990, long after his death. They are trans-
lated in their entirety in this chapter. The other Tibetan is of course the 
Fourteenth Dalai Lama, who over the past two decades has become the 
most influential Buddhist voice in the discourse of Buddhism and Sci-
ence. His views on a range of scientific discoveries, and their implica-
tions for Buddhist doctrine, are examined here. Victorian enthusiasts 
often claimed a compatibility of the Buddhist doctrine of karma with 
Darwin’s theory of evolution, arguing that Buddhism was thus somehow 
above the debates that have raged over evolution and creationism. The 
Dalai Lama asserts, however, that the theory of natural selection is not 
something that Buddhism should easily accommodate.

The fourth chapter explores the rise of the academic study of Bud-
dhism in Europe, what I call “the science of Buddhism,” especially in its 
strained relations with perhaps the most influential of the spiritual sci-
ences of the nineteenth century, Theosophy. In order to understand the 
referent of Buddhism in the development of the discourse of Buddhism 
and Science, it is essential to examine the series of events that caused 
Buddhism (for the most part, in the form of Buddhist texts) to become 
an object of scholarly investigation in Europe, and later in America. The 
Buddha who appears in the discourse of Buddhism and Science over 
the course of the past century is largely the product of this scholarship, a 
scholarship that, for most of its history, operated without the active, or at 
least acknowledged, participation of Asian Buddhists. The Asian figures 
who participated most fully in the discourse of Buddhism and Science 
turned not to their own traditions for their view of the Buddha, but to 
the European science of Buddhist Studies.
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The final chapter briefly examines the most current development in 
the long history of Buddhism and Science, the attempt to assess the 
validity of Buddhist meditation through neurological research. Un-
like much of the discourse on Buddhism and Science over the decades, 
which has largely been devoted to identifying affinities between par-
ticular Buddhist doctrines and particular scientific theories, this recent 
research on meditation seeks to measure the physiological and neuro-
logical effects of Buddhist meditation in a laboratory setting. Although 
the ubiquity of meditation in Buddhism is often overstated, meditation 
has long been represented within the Buddhist tradition as the practice 
par excellence, and it is apparent that the Buddhist monks who became 
virtuoso meditators over the centuries derived some form of psycho-
logical benefit from it. To be able to define what that was would be of 
considerable interest. Rather than attempting to survey the burgeoning 
literature on this topic, in this chapter I ask what is entailed in seeking 
to determine whether Buddhist meditation works. The chapter, and the 
book, concludes not with answers to the questions raised throughout but 
rather with an attempt to refine those questions.

In 1905 W. S. Lilly observed that “one secret of the marvellous suc-
cess of Buddhism—‘that Protean creed,’ as Bishop Bigandet calls it—is 
to be found in its power of accommodating itself to the minds and ways 
of the populations that received it.”49 As noted above, Buddhism made 
its remarkable migration across Asia through a process of assimilation. 
In India, the Vedic gods became disciples of the Buddha. There were 
traditionally thirty-three Vedic gods. The lowest of the Buddhist heav-
ens, a place of blissful but temporary rebirth, is called the Heaven of the 
Thirty-Three. In Tibet, the fierce protectors of the snowy peaks were de-
feated in mystic battle by Buddhist masters and, in exchange for their 
lives, took oaths to always protect Buddhism. In Japan, the more prom-
inent of the local spirits, the kami, were identified as manifestations of 
various bodhisattvas. In order for Buddhism to establish itself in Europe 
and America, must the god of the West, the god of Science, also find its 
place in the Buddhist pantheon?
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1

F IRST  THERE IS  A MOUNTAIN

On the morning of August 26, 1873, five thousand people gathered around 
a large platform in the town of Pānadurē, outside Colombo in Sri Lanka. 
The platform, constructed especially for the occasion, was divided into 
two sections. One side, with a table covered in white cloth and adorned 
with evergreens, was occupied by a group of Protestant clergymen. The 
other side was more richly decked, with tablecloths of damask and a can-
opy of red, white, and blue cloth. It was occupied by two hundred Bud-
dhist monks in saffron robes. A debate would be held over the next two 
days. A reporter from the Ceylon Times described the scene:

The time appointed for commencing the discussion was eight o’clock in 
the morning, and long before that hour, thousands of natives were seen 
wending their way, attired in their gayest holiday suits, into the large en-
closure in which stood the ample bungalow where the adversaries were  
to meet. By seven the green was one sea of heads. . . . Larger crowds may 
often be seen in very many places in Europe, but surely such a motley 
gathering as that which congregated on this occasion, can only be seen in 
the East. Imagine them all seated down and listening with wrapt atten-
tion to a yellow robed priest, holding forth from the platform filled with 
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Budhist priests, clergymen, and Singhalese clad in their national costume, 
and your readers can form some idea—a very faint one indeed—of the 
heterogeneous mass that revelled in a display of Singhalese eloquence sel-
dom heard in this country.1

The coastal regions of the Buddhist kingdom of Sri Lanka had been 
conquered by the Portuguese in the early sixteenth century; in 1592, in 
order to escape the Portuguese, the royal capital was moved to Kandy in 
the highlands, the site of the most sacred relic on the island, a tooth of 
the Buddha. Roman Catholic missions were established, seeking to con-
vert the Sinhalese in the lowlands. In 1638 the Portuguese were attacked 
by the Dutch, who eventually gained control of the entire island, apart 
from the kingdom of Kandy. They held the coastal regions until 1796, 
when they were displaced by the British. In the 1802 Treaty of Amiens  
between France and Britain, Napoleon (who controlled the Nether-
lands) formally ceded control of Sri Lanka to the British. By 1815, and 
after two bloody wars, the British controlled the entire island. Sri Lanka 
would remain the British crown colony of Ceylon until 1948. Under the 
British, a number of Protestant missions were established in the nine-
teenth century, seeking to convert the Buddhist populace to Christianity. 
They achieved a certain degree of success.

In 1862 a Buddhist monk named Gun·ānanda founded the Society for 
the Propagation of Buddhism and established his own printing press, 
publishing pamphlets attacking Christianity. A number of Wesleyan 
clergymen responded to his charges, both from the pulpit and in print. 
And so in 1873, a public debate between Gun·ānanda and a Christian rep-
resentative, Rev. David da Silva (a Sinhalese convert), was arranged.

In their speeches (each party was allotted one hour in both the morn-
ing and the afternoon sessions each day), the adversaries sought to dem-
onstrate the fallacies of the other’s doctrines and scriptures. The Reverend 
da Silva spoke first, making extensive references to the Pāli suttas and 
what the reporter from the Ceylon Times called “the abstruse metaphys-
ics of Budha.” His first target was the doctrine of no self, that the person 
is only an aggregation of various impermanent constituents. According 
to Buddhism, he said, human beings have no immortal soul and are “on 
a par with the frog, pig, or any other member of the brute creation.”2 
Furthermore, if there is no soul there can be no punishment for sin and 
no reward for virtue in the next life, and thus no motivation to seek the 
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good and shun evil. “What villain would not exult in the idea that he is 
not to suffer for what he does in this life!” Thus, “no religion ever held out 
greater inducements to the unrighteous than Buddhism did.”3

The Buddhist monk Gun·ānanda then rose to speak. He was described 
by the Ceylon Times reporter as “a well-made man of apparently forty five 
or fifty years, rather short, very intellectual looking, with eyes expressive 
of great distrust, and a smile which may either mean profound satisfac-
tion or supreme contempt.”4 He declared that Rev. da Silva’s recitations 
of passages from the Buddhist scriptures were filled with blunders in 
pronunciation; there was little reason to expect that the reverend had 
understood something as profound as the Buddha’s teachings on the na-
ture of the person. He then began to enumerate the contradictions that 
occur in the Bible. He noted that in Genesis, God regrets having created 
man and asked whether it was the omniscient creator or the fool who 
regrets his deeds. In Exodus God instructs the Hebrews to mark their 
doors with blood so that he will know which houses to pass over as he 
kills the firstborn of the Egyptians; “if he were omniscient, surely this 
was not necessary.”5

In response, his Christian opponent alluded to the story of Prince 
Vessantara, the famed apostle of the perfection of giving, who, in one 
of the most poignant scenes in Buddhist literature, gave away his chil-
dren and then his wife. In his next life, Prince Vessantara was reborn as 
Prince Siddhārtha, who became the Buddha. The clergyman asked the 
audience, “Were these meritorious acts? Was it meritorious to break the 
hearts of wives and children, and bring desolation and misery to a happy 
home? If it were, what actions will they enumerate under the head of de-
merits or sins?”6 And so the debate continued over to the afternoon and 
the next day. At the conclusion of the event, Gun·ānanda was declared 
the winner by the acclamation of the audience.

The debate, and the history of its representation, are fascinating, and 
deserve far more attention than can be provided here. But I would like to 
note one other exchange between the two parties, who are identified in 
the Ceylon Times article as “the Priest” (that is, the Buddhist monk) and 
“the Catechist” (that is, the Protestant clergyman). On the afternoon of 
the second day, Rev. da Silva described Mount Meru, the square moun-
tain that, according to the Buddha’s description, occupies the center of 
our universe. It is said to be 80,000 yojanas high, 80,000 yojanas wide, 
and 80,000 yojanas long. (A yojana was a unit for measuring distance in 
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ancient India, derived from the distance that a pair of yoked oxen could 
travel in one day; it was apparently considered to be equal to approxi-
mately 16 miles in Sri Lanka in the nineteenth century.) Rev. da Silva 
asked, “How is it possible, that it [Mount Meru] could not be seen by 
the eyes of men?” According to one account, a Buddhist monk, presum-
ably referring to the account in Genesis of the Tree of the Knowledge of 
Good and Evil in the Garden of Eden, shouted from the crowd. “Climb 
to the top of the tall tree described in your sūtras and you will definitely 
see it.”7 After the laughter died down, Rev. da Silva held up a globe.

In this the shape of the earth, its dimensions, the great rivers and seas, 
and the positions of the countries, &c., are all represented. Now the cir-
cumference of the earth is 25,000 miles. This is admitted by all the civi-
lized nations of the world. This fact is proved by every day’s experience. 
Therefore a mountain with such dimensions could not exist on this earth. 
Wherever it existed it must be seen, as this globe which now stands on 
this little inkstand, must be seen by all who are on the four sides of it. So 
likewise if there were a mountain of that kind it could not but be seen by 
all the inhabitants of the four quarters. Besides, man can know to a cer-
tainty within a few weeks whether there be such a mountain or not. Men 
at no period ever saw such a mountain, nor have they known by science 
that there could be such a mountain. One who said that there was such 
a mountain cannot be supposed to have been a wise man, nor one who 
spoke the truth.8

The question of the location of Mount Meru specifically, and the 
Mount Meru cosmology more generally, is one that has vexed Buddhists, 
and their opponents, for centuries. Before hearing what “the Priest” said 
in response, let us briefly describe the standard Buddhist cosmology.

Classical Buddhist cosmology describes multiple universes that pass 
in and out of existence over four cosmic phases (each of which is twenty 
aeons9 in length), called nothingness, creation, abiding, and destruction. 
After a period of nothingness, the physical universe comes into being 
during the period of creation, which begins when the faint wind of the 
past karma of beings begins to blow in the vacuity of space at the end of 
the previous period of nothingness. Beings come to inhabit the world 
during the period of abiding. During the period of destruction, the phys-
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ical universe is incinerated by the heat of seven suns. This is followed by 
a period of nothingness as the fourfold cycle begins again.

The various Buddhist traditions of Asia generally subscribe to a map 
of the world presented, among other texts, in the Abhidharmakośa (Trea
sury of Knowledge) by the fourth-century Indian scholar Vasubandhu. 
After the period of cosmic vacuity mentioned above, this is how a world 
(lokadhātu) forms: At its foundation is a vast circle of wind, surmounted 
by a vast circle of water, surmounted by a vast circle of golden earth. In 
the center of that earth is a great mountain, called Meru or Sumeru. It is 
surrounded by seven mountain ranges of gold, each separated from the 
other by a sea. At the foot of the seventh range, there is a great ocean, 
contained at the distant perimeter of the world by a circle of iron moun-
tains. In this vast ocean, four island continents are situated in the four 
cardinal directions, each flanked by two island subcontinents. The north-
ern continent is square, the eastern continent is semicircular, the south-
ern continent is triangular, and the western continent is round. Although 
humans inhabit all four continents, the “known world” is the southern 
continent, called Jambudvīpa, where the current average height is 4 cu-
bits and the current life span is one hundred years; on the northern con-
tinent of Uttarakuru the average height is 32 cubits and the inhabitants 
live for one thousand years. The four faces of Mount Meru are flat, and 
each is composed of a different precious stone: gold in the north, silver 
in the east, lapis lazuli in the south, and crystal in the west. The substance 
determines the color of the sky for each of the four continents. The sky is 
blue in the southern continent of Jambudvīpa because the southern face 
of Mount Meru is made of lapis.

According to Buddhist doctrine, the beings who wander in sa .msāra, 
the realm of rebirth, are of six types: gods, demigods, humans, animals, 
ghosts, and hell beings, each of which has a place in this world system. 
Gods are of three types: those of the Realm of Desire (kāmadhātu), those 
of the Realm of Form (rūpadhātu), and those of the Formless Realm 
(ārūpyadhātu). There are six types of gods in the Realm of Desire, each 
with a different heaven. The gods of the Four Royal Lineages inhabit the 
upper reaches of the four slopes of Mount Meru. The gods of the Heaven 
of the Thirty-Three inhabit its summit. The other four types of gods in 
the Realm of Desire inhabit celestial realms at differing heights above 
Mount Meru. The Realm of Desire encompasses Mount Meru as well as 
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the four heavens above it, the great ocean, the four continents, and the 
hells beneath (described below).

Above the Realm of Desire is the Realm of Form, a system of heav-
ens reserved for those who have achieved deep states of concentration 
in their previous life. It is divided according to the level of concentra-
tion reached previously, and thus enjoyed in these heavens. There are four 
major divisions, called (in ascending order) the First Concentration, the 
Second Concentration, the Third Concentration, and the Fourth Con-
centration. Each has various divisions, three in each of the first three 
and eight in the fourth. The deities who inhabit these heavens experi-
ence only three of the five sense objects: those of visible form, sound, and 
touch.

Beyond the Realm of Form is the Formless Realm, not a place be-
cause it is not physical, but still a place of rebirth for those who have at-
tained the deepest levels of concentration in their previous life. Here the 
beings have no bodies, only minds, which contemplate four objects that 
provide the names of the realms: Infinite Space, Infinite Consciousness, 
Nothingness, and Neither Existence nor Non-Existence.

Of the other five types of beings in sa .msāra, the demigods (asura) in
habit the lower slopes of Mount Meru. Humans are found on the four 
islands surrounding it (although whether someone 32 cubits tall who 
lives for one thousand years is “human” would seem to be a question). 
Animals occupy the four continents, the skies above them, and the 
oceans that surround them. Ghosts are said to inhabit a realm beneath 
the ground as well as regions of the southern continent. Buddhist texts 
describe an elaborate system of eight hot hells and eight cold hells, as 
well as neighboring hells, all located at various depths beneath the sur-
face of the earth; it is noteworthy that the hells are located not directly 
below Mount Meru, but beneath the southern continent, our continent, 
of Jambudvīpa.10

According to a widely known creation account, the first humans in 
the present period of abiding had a life span of eighty thousand years. 
They descended from the Formless Realm and the upper levels of the 
Realm of Form (which are not destroyed by the seven suns during the 
phase of destruction). Free from the marks of gender, they were able 
to fly and were illuminated by their own light; there was no need for a 
sun or moon. They also did not require food. At that time, the surface 
of the earth was covered by a white frothy substance. One of the beings 
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descended to earth and dipped a fingertip into the substance and then 
touched the finger to its tongue. The taste was sweet. Soon all the beings 
began eating the white substance, which would naturally replenish itself. 
But the introduction of this food into their bodies soon caused them to 
lose their natural luster, and the sun and moon appeared to illumine the 
sky. The added weight of their bodies soon made it impossible for them 
to fly. The white substance evolved into a naturally growing huskless rice 
that would be ready to harvest again the day after it was picked. But as 
the beings ate more and more of the rice, it became necessary for them 
to somehow eliminate the waste that was accumulating in their bodies, 
and the anus and genitals developed. One couple soon discovered an ad-
ditional use for the genitals and engaged in sexual intercourse for the 
first time. The others were scandalized, pelting them with mud. Soon, 
to hide their shameful activities, people began to build houses. Grow-
ing too lazy to pick the rice each day, they began to take more than they 
needed and hoard it in their houses. As a result, the rice developed husks 
and required more and more time to grow. Soon people began to steal 
from each other, requiring the election of a king who would enforce a 
system of laws. And this is how human society came into existence in 
this world.

Thus, setting aside for the moment the heavens above and the hells 
below—crucial though they are to Buddhist doctrine and practice—it 
can be said in summary that the human realm that Buddhist texts de-
scribe is a flat earth, or perhaps more accurately a flat ocean, its waters 
contained by a ring of iron mountains. In that ocean is a great central 
mountain, surrounded in the four cardinal directions by island conti-
nents.

This cosmography, with Mount Meru at its center, would provide the 
site for the first encounters between Buddhism and Science, encoun-
ters not of compatibility but of conflict. In 1552, more than three centu-
ries before the Pānadurē debate, Francis Xavier described his mission to  
Japan:

And for the greater manifestation of God’s mercy, the Japanese are more 
subject to reason than any other pagan race that I have ever seen. They 
are so curious and importunate in their questioning and so eager to know 
that they never ceased asking us questions and telling others the answers 
which they had received from us. They did not know that the world was 
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round, nor did they know the course of the sun. They asked about these 
and other things, for example, about comets, lightnings, rain and snow, 
and similar phenomena. They were very content and satisfied with our re-
plies and explanations; and they deemed us to be learned men, something 
that was of some help in gaining credit for our words.11

It is important to note that the spherical earth that the renowned Je
suit saint describes remains the center of the universe; he refers here to 
“the course of the sun.” The church had yet to accept a heliocentric uni-
verse; Copernicus had published his De revolutionibus orbium coelestium 
just ten years earlier. That the earth was round would not be understood 
by the leading Japanese astronomers until the late eighteenth century, 
thus challenging the traditional Buddhist view of a flat world. For at 
least one Buddhist intellectual of the period, however, the size and loca-
tion of Mount Meru were of little consequence.

The brilliant Tokugawa scholar Tominaga Nakamoto (1715–1746) was 
among the first scholars in the world, whether Asian or European, to 
offer what would be considered today a “historical” analysis of the de-
velopment of Buddhism. It is an article of faith in the Mahāyāna tradi-
tions of India, China, Korea, Japan, and Tibet to regard the vast corpus 
of Mahāyāna sūtras (including such famous works as the Lotus Sūtra, the 
Diamond Sūtra, and the Heart Sūtra) as the word of the Buddha. Indeed, 
in some versions of the bodhisattva’s vows, it is a transgression not to do 
so. Beginning in the nineteenth century, however, European (and later, 
Japanese) scholarship demonstrated that these sūtras first began to ap-
pear some four centuries after the death of the Buddha. Long before this 
European “discovery,” however, Tominaga argued that only a small por-
tion of the words ascribed to the Buddha were indeed his, and that it was 
not possible to harmonize the apparently contradictory teachings found 
in the vast canon under the hermeneutical scheme of a single school that 
claimed to represent the Buddha’s own view. Instead, he saw the prolif-
eration of Buddhist sūtras as evidence of contention, with competing 
factions composing their own sūtras in the centuries after the Buddha’s 
death, and each faction ascribing its sūtra to the Buddha himself in an 
effort to claim his authority.

Among the numerous contradictions that Tominaga discovered in 
the Buddhist scriptures was a vast range of opinion on the size of Mount 
Meru. For him, this was simply further evidence of his view of the his-
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tory of Buddhism. He assumed that at least one of these descriptions of 
Mount Meru had been provided by the Buddha. However, unlike several 
important Japanese Buddhist authors of the subsequent century, Tomi-
naga was unconcerned that the cosmography described by the Buddha 
might be wrong. In his Emerging from Meditation (Shutsujōkōgo), com-
posed between 1735 and 1737, he writes:

The teachings about Mount Sumeru were all handed down by brahmans. 
Though Śākyamuni used them to expound the Way, they are to be re-
garded as cosmic theory. Later scholars however have made much of this 
teaching while criticising others, and lost sight of the Buddha’s intention. 
This is because the Buddha’s intention is not to be found in such matters. 
He was urgently seeking people’s salvation and had no time for such petty 
matters. What he did is what is known as skilful means. . . . Those who 
discuss the rights and wrongs of such things are all small-minded peo-
ple. Recently there have been people who have indulged in taking this up 
again when putting together theories about the universe. It is extremely 
squalid, indeed ridiculous. . . . Teachings about the cosmos are in actuality 
quite vague and do no more than tell us of the inner workings of the mind. 
There is no way of knowing whether they are right or wrong. Hence I say 
that the cosmos arises on the pattern of people’s minds.12

His argument, which we will encounter elsewhere, is that the Buddha 
simply made use of the prevailing cosmography of his time, one that had 
been created by the brahman priests of ancient India, using it as a con-
venient setting, no more than a backdrop, for his exposition of the path 
to liberation from suffering. The details of this cosmography were not of 
the Buddha’s making, and, in fact, he had no particular interest in them. 
Hence, whether this cosmography is right or wrong is irrelevant because 
the Buddha had no investment whatsoever in its truth; it is the height 
of folly to claim that the Buddha was mistaken because he described a 
world that does not exist.

Other Japanese Buddhist thinkers, however, sought to defend the 
Mount Meru cosmography against its critics, both European and Japa-
nese. Perhaps the most interesting of these was Entsū Fumon (1755–1834), 
a Buddhist monk of uncertain affiliation (he is variously described as be-
longing to the Nichiren, Tendai, and Jōdo sects) and author of the five-
volume work Astronomy of the Buddhist Country (Bukkoku rekishōhen), 
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published in 1807. Heliocentric theory had been introduced into Japan 
in the late eighteenth century, through the translation of Dutch astro-
nomical texts and the composition of Japanese works based on these 
translations. This occurred as part of the Japanese assimilation of Eu-
ropean arts and sciences, known as “Dutch Learning” (rangaku). Entsū 
studied this astronomy and set out to use its methods to demonstrate the 
accuracy of the traditional Buddhist cosmography, which he referred to 
as the shumisensetsu, the “Mount Sumeru theory.” He called the object 
of his research bonreki, “Indian astronomy” (although he was unaware 
of the work of the great sixth-century mathematician and astronomer 
Āryabhat·a), and butsureki, “Buddhist astronomy.” His claim was that the 
traditional Buddhist description of the universe was not contradicted 
by European astronomy. He argued instead that astronomical and me-
teorological events are better explained under the Buddhist model, and 
that the heliocentric universe with its spherical earth described by Euro-
pean astronomy is in fact a misinterpretation of scientific data; the cor-
rect interpretation of that data demonstrates the existence of a universe 
as it is described in Buddhist texts. He attracted a large following, but 
one that dissipated not long after his death, leaving him an almost for-
gotten figure.

Although Entsū’s work is filled with detailed calculations, his ulti-
mate appeal is to the omniscience of the Buddha; the universe is de-
scribed accurately in Buddhist texts because those texts derive from the 
teachings of the Buddha, who is endowed with a divine eye (tengen) that 
is not possessed by other beings. Thus, the eye of the Buddha perceives 
things that remain invisible to the human eye. The Buddha also had full 
knowledge of the past, present, and future and set forth the Mount Meru 
cosmography to counter the belief in a spherical earth, a belief he knew 
would arise in the future.13

Globes showing the continents of the world were well known in Ja-
pan at this time. Entsū therefore needed to account for these continents  
within the Buddhist system. He took as his primary source the descrip-
tion of the world in the Abhidharmakośa (summarized above). However,  
evincing a certain empiricism absent in other Japanese Buddhist apol-
ogists of the day, he did not consider the heavens above Mount Meru or 
the hells below. Instead, he limited his description to the “human” world, 
that is, the world that can be seen both by the divine eye of the Buddha  
and the fleshly eye of humans. It was Entsū’s task, therefore, to correlate  
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the continents in the four cardinal directions around Mount Meru (each 
of which is flanked by two subcontinents) with the landmasses that ap-
peared on European maps and globes. Thus, Asia, Europe, and Africa 
together constituted the southern island of Jambudvīpa, which he ar-
gued had once been a single landmass; its triangular shape, narrow at 
the south and wide at the north (as described in Buddhist texts), re-
mains visible. America and Antarctica are the two subcontinents flank-
ing Jambudvīpa.

Much of Entsū’s book is devoted to astronomy. According to the 
Mount Meru system, the sun and moon are supported by a ring of wind 
that floats in the sky halfway between the surface of the great ocean and 
the summit of Mount Meru. The sun orbits Mount Meru each day in a 
clockwise direction, such that when it is daytime in the southern conti-
nent of Jambudvīpa, it is sunrise in the western continent, night in the 
northern continent, and sunset in the eastern continent. The difference 
in the length of the day over the course of the year is explained by the 
fact that the sun moves north and south over the southern continent. 
However, this explanation would not account for the fact, known in Ja-
pan, that there are parts of the world that spend half the year in daylight 
and half the year in darkness. Entsū thus goes to considerable lengths 
to account for the existence of what he calls the “dark country” ( yakoku). 
He explains that during the winter season on the southern continent, 
the orbit of the sun in its circuit around Mount Meru shifts to the south. 
The orbit of the sun consequently shifts closer to the northern face of 
Mount Meru as it passes across the northern continent. This reduces the 
amount of daylight, and hence the length of the day, during winter in 
the southern continent. There is also a mountain range that runs hori-
zontally across the southern continent of Jambudvīpa, which Entsū calls 
the Kunlun (Kanron), referring presumably to the range that runs across 
northern Tibet (although on his map he placed it between Africa and 
Asia). When the sun passes to the south of this range during the win-
tertime, these mountains block the sunlight from reaching the region to 
their north. Hence, during the wintertime, the area to the north of the 
Kunlun range has its sunlight blocked by Mount Meru in the north and 
by the Kunlun mountains to the south, making it the “dark country.”14

Entsū provided detailed maps with precise measurements of the con-
tinents and subcontinents of the Buddhist world. As a Mahāyāna Bud-
dhist, he held that the universe is ultimately formless, and thus beyond 
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measurement. However, because the divine eye of the Buddha can per-
ceive this formless universe, and because the Buddha then described in 
the sūtras what he had seen, it is possible to produce maps and models 
of the universe—maps and models that were confirmed, in Entsū’s view, 
by European astronomy and mathematics. In fact, he does not argue 
that European science confirms the vision of the Buddha, but that the 
Buddha’s vision confirms European science.15 He went so far as to make 
a mechanical scale model of the Mount Meru world, one that reflected 
the size and location of the mountains, continents, islands, and oceans, 
as well as the size and motion of heavenly bodies, as they are described 
in Buddhist texts. A version of this model was prominently displayed at 
the first Japanese exposition, held in Tokyo in 1877.

Entsū’s writings were widely read in the nineteenth century among 
Buddhists engaged in anti-Christian polemics; several of the major Bud-
dhist seminaries in Japan, especially those of the Pure Land sects, estab-
lished departments of astronomy (rekigaku), where the flat-world Mount 
Meru cosmography was studied. However, the Buddhists of Japan did 
not univocally support the traditional cosmology. Some clung fiercely to 
Mount Meru, claiming that the cosmography was a literal and original 
teaching of the Buddha (not derived from the brahmans), and that to 
abandon the existence of Mount Meru is to abandon the law of karma.16 
Others, however, came to adopt the view that Tominaga had espoused 
more than a century earlier.

One such figure was the prominent Jōdo Shinshū priest Shimaji 
Mokurai (1838–1911). He argued that those who condemn the round-
world cosmography of the Europeans and defend the flat-world cos-
mography of the Buddhist texts in fact do a disservice to the dharma; the 
Mount Meru cosmography is not the foundation of Buddhism. In fact, 
Mount Meru is simply an element of Indian myth, like Mount Olym
pus in Greek myth; no one in the modern world believes that they are 
real. Appealing to Buddhist doctrine, he notes that the Mount Meru 
cosmography provides the setting for the doctrine of transmigration of 
sentient beings in sa .msāra. However, the Mahāyāna sūtras consistently 
describe sa .msāra as an illusion. To claim that Mount Meru exists is to  
attempt to turn that illusion into a reality. Referring to those who sought 
to save Mount Meru, he wrote, “Of course, I am deeply impressed by 
their sincerity to preserve the dharma, but the foundation of Buddhism 
is unfortunately not on this issue.”17
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The Jōdo Shinshū educator and philosopher Inoue Enryō (1858–1919) 
argued that the Mount Meru cosmography was a Hīnayāna teaching, 
and thus was ancillary to Buddhism; whether it is true or not is imma-
terial, although it remains of historical interest.18 The Sōtō Zen priest 
Kimura Taiken (1881–1930), reflecting the views of European Buddhology,  
took the opposite view. He sought to distinguish the views of the Buddha, 
which he called “original Buddhism” ( genshi bukkyō), from the popular 
accretions that had polluted the tradition in the centuries after the Bud-
dha’s death. Original Buddhism was scientific; unscientific elements en-
tered with the rise of the Mahāyāna. It was necessary to employ original 
Buddhism to purify the Mahāyāna in order to create a “new Mahāyāna 
movement” (shin daijō undō). Among the unscientific elements that re-
quired purification was the Mount Meru cosmography; according to 
Kimura, it should not be regarded as a teaching of the Buddha. Rather, 
the Buddha found it expedient to make use of ancient Indian beliefs 
about the world as a context for his own teachings; his ultimate intention  
was not to describe this world. Thus, the Mount Meru cosmography 
should not be ascribed to the Buddha; it is in fact a Brahmanical view. 
The teaching of the Buddha should not therefore be condemned because 
it includes the description of a world that has proved not to exist. If the 
Buddha had lived in the modern period, he would have described the 
world based on current scientific knowledge.19

The view of Meru as metaphor eventually came to be widely accepted 
by the Buddhist thinkers of Japan. Entsū’s elaborate cosmography en-
joyed popularity at a time when it could be seen as Buddhist science, one 
that could compete with the newly introduced European science. But 
the European scientific worldview soon came to be adopted by the Meiji  
government; the Ministry of Doctrine (Kyōbushō), which only lasted 
from 1872 to 1877, prohibited the teaching of the Mount Meru cosmog-
raphy. Under such circumstances, Entsū’s detailed argument that the 
Buddha had indeed meant what he said would soon fall into oblivion.

The existence of Mount Meru, or at least its description, had been 
known to Europeans since at least the seventeenth century. One of the 
more detailed accounts was provided by the French Jesuit Guy Tachard 
(1651–1712) in a work entitled (in its 1688 English translation) A Rela-
tion of the Voyage to Siam: Performed by Six Jesuits, Sent by the French King, 
to the Indies and China, in the year, 1685: With their Astrological Observa-
tions, and their Remarks of Natural Philosophy, Geography, Hydrography, 
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and History Published in the Original, by the Express Orders of His Most 
Christian Majesty; and Now made English, and Illustrated with Sculptures. 
Father Tachard presumably derived his description from conversations 
with Thai monks.

The Earth, in their Philosophy, is not round, it is only a flat Surface; they 
divide it into four square parts, which they call Thavip. The Waters, by 
which those four parts are separated, not being navigable, because of their 
extream subtility, hinder the commerce that they might have with one an-
other. The whole Earth is encompassed with an extreamly strong and very 
high Wall. On this Wall all the Secrets of Nature are engraven in great 
Characters, and there it is that these wonderful Hermits whom I men-
tioned, learn all the admirable things they know; for they easily conveigh 
themselves thither with that surprizing agility they are endowed with. 
As to the men of the other three Parts of the World, they have a Coun-
tenance much different from ours; for the Inhabitants of the first have a 
square Face, of the second a round, and of the third a triangular. . . .

In the middle of the four Parts of the World there is an exceeding high 
Mountain, called in Siamese Ppukhan Pprasamen. It rests upon three pre-
cious Stones, very little ones, its true, but strong and solid enough to sup-
port it. Round this Mountain the Sun and Moon continually turn, and 
by the revolution of those two Luminaries, Day and Night are made. This 
great Mountain is environed by three Rows of lesser Hills, of which, there 
is one all of Gold. The great Mountain is inaccessible, because the Water 
that surrounds it is not navigable. As for the Mountain of Gold, a fearful 
Gulf renders the approach to it most difficult. It is true, a rich man here-
tofore got to it, but it was with extream danger of being lost in that Abyss, 
whither all the Waters come and muster, and from whence afterward they 
gush out to make the Sea and Rivers.

The whole Mass of Earth hath underneath it a vast extent of Waters, 
which support it as the Sea bears up a Ship. These inferior Waters have a 
communication with those that are upon the Earth, by means of the Gulf 
I have been speaking of. An impetuous Wind holds the Waters under the 
Earth suspended, and this Wind, which exists of it self, and has no cause, 
blowing from all eternity with incredible violence, drives them continu-
ally back, and hinders them falling. When the time is come that the God 
of the Siamese hath foretold, that he shall cease to reign, then the Fire of 
Heaven falling upon the Earth, shall reduce into Ashes everything that 
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comes in its way, and the Earth being so purified, shall be restored again 
to its former state.20

This apparently sympathetic rendering of the Buddhist world, marked 
by the European voyager’s interest in both gold and navigable waters, 
does not, however, imply a particular sympathy for Buddhism (although 
the term did not exist in a European language in the seventeenth cen-
tury). A few pages later, Father Tachard has this to say about the Bud-
dha, whom he refers to as Sommonokhodom, his rendering of the Thai 
pronunciation of the Buddha’s epithet, Śraman·a Gautama, the ascetic 
Gautama:

I thought fit to premise all these things before I came to speak of Som-
monokhodom (so the Siamese call the God whom at present they adore) 
because they are necessary to the understanding of this History. That His-
tory, after all, is a monstrous mixture of Christianity and the most ridicu-
lous Fables. It is at first supposed that Sommonokhodom was born God by 
his own virtue; and that immediately after his Birth, without the help of 
any Masters, to instruct Him, he acquited by a meer glance of his Mind, 
a perfect knowledge of all things relating to Heaven, the Earth, Paradice, 
Hell, and the most impenetrable Secrets of Nature; that at the same time 
he remembred all that ever he had done in the different Lives he had led; 
and that after he had taught the People those great Matters, he left them 
written in Books, that Posterity might be the better for them.21

The location and existence of Meru would be regarded as a ridicu-
lous fable by Christian missionaries over the next two centuries. It was a 
particular target in Sri Lanka in the early nineteenth century. Here the 
stakes were high. The missionaries felt that if they could debunk Bud-
dhist myths with modern scientific knowledge, they could convert disil-
lusioned Buddhists to the Christian faith. In 1816 two recent Sinhalese 
converts from Buddhism to Christianity were taken to England for their 
studies. It is reported that their faith in Buddhism (and its cosmogra-
phy) was shaken not by the gospel but by the disproportionate length 
of day and night in England, so different from Ceylon, located near the  
equator.22

The traditional Buddhist cosmology was thus studied by Wesleyan 
missionaries in the British colony of Ceylon in the early nineteenth  
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century; they then used it, repeatedly, to demonstrate the fallacies and in-
adequacies of Buddhism. Among these missionaries to the island, Dan-
iel George Gogerly (1792–1862) and Robert Spence Hardy (1803–1868), 
both of the Wesleyan Methodist Missionary Society, took the lead in de-
scribing and debunking Mount Meru in some detail.23

Their argument, in summary, was that the European (that is, Chris-
tian) description of the universe was right, and the Buddhist description 
was wrong. This championing of the heliocentric universe by Christian 
clerics for the conversion of idolaters (as Buddhists were regarded) per-
haps seems ironic in light of the notoriously strained relations between  
certain astronomers and the church in previous centuries. In Sri Lanka, 
however, it was regarded as a powerful weapon, because it could be used 
to demonstrate empirically the errors of the Buddha.

That Mount Meru does not exist could be demonstrated from any 
number of perspectives. Hardy provides such an argument in his The 
Legends and Theories of the Buddhists Compared with History and Modern 
Science, published in English in 1863 and in Sinhalese in 1865:

An objection is sometimes raised by the Buddhists, that as there are some 
parts of the world not yet visited by Europeans, these parts, if visited, 
might prove that the Buddhist is right, and the European wrong. But this 
cannot be. There are probably some parts of the province of Bintenne [in 
Sri Lanka] not yet explored by the white man; but he has been on every 
side of it, and knows that it can only be of a certain size; and it is the same 
with other unvisited lands; he has been all around them, and can tell ex-
actly their extent. Except the interior of Africa and Australia, and the 
north and south poles, nearly every part of the earth has been seen by the 
eye of the traveller or navigator; and if we could sift the evidence they 
would give, under an examination on these subjects by a board of scientific 
men, it would all tend to prove that Buddha was ignorant of the true fig-
ure of the earth, and that all he says about it is unscientific and false.24

The Buddhists did not remain silent. In 1839 a Buddhist author had 
written a rejoinder to a polemical tract composed by Hardy (no longer 
extant). In it he raises a series of familiar objections against a round and 
rotating earth: why don’t cups and saucers fall off tables and water fly 
from lakes and wells?25 Gogerly responded to these and other objections 
in his “Kristiyāni Prajñapti” (“The Christian Teaching”), first published in  
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Sinhalese in 1848. There he explains that the world is round and not  
flat because a ship leaving Ceylon and sailing west does not eventually 
reach the ring of mountains that contains the vast ocean, as the Buddhists  
would hold, but in fact eventually reaches Ceylon.26 The prominent Bud-
dhist monk Bentara Atthadassī (d. 1862) wrote an extensive rejoinder to 
Gogerly, pointedly entitled “Bauddha Prajñapti” (“The Buddhist Teach-
ing”). He was contemptuous of the British claim that Mount Meru did 
not exist because no one had ever seen it; the continent of Jambudvīpa is 
so vast that supernormal powers are required to reach Mount Meru.27

The Christian missionaries were unmoved by such claims. Indeed, 
Hardy focused on the Buddha’s geographical error as a fatal flaw.

There can be no doubt that Buddha taught the existence of Maha Méru. . . .  
An attempt may be made to set aside the consequences of this exposure of 
Buddha’s ignorance, by saying, that this is a kind of mistake that does not 
invalidate his doctrines; Buddhism may still be true as a religious system. 
But this is a fallacy that I am most anxious to set aside. If Buddha said 
that which is false, under the supposition that it is true, he betrays igno-
rance, imperfect knowledge, and misapprehension. He cannot, therefore, 
be a safe teacher; there may be some things about his religion that are true, 
as there are about every religion; but it is not a revelation; its author was a 
mere man, with limited and imperfect knowledge; and to receive it as the 
pure unmixed truth, is a mischievous and fatal mistake.28

This brings us back to 1873 and the debate between Rev. da Silva and 
the Buddhist monk Gun· ānanda. As we recall, da Silva had held up a 
globe and asked why Mount Meru did not appear on it, coming to the 
same conclusion that Hardy had reached a decade before. Da Silva said, 
“Men at no period ever saw such a mountain, nor have they known by 
science that there could be such a mountain. One who said that there 
was such a mountain cannot be supposed to have been a wise man, nor 
one who spoke the truth.”29

Gun·ānanda did not offer the predictable answers: that Mount Meru 
was located in an unmapped territory or that one required supernormal 
sight to see it. Instead, he attacked the Christian’s science.

The Revd. gentleman no doubt alluded to Sir Isaac Newton’s theory when 
he made that remark, according to which day and night were caused by 
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the earth revolving round its axis, and not by the sun being hidden be-
hind Mahāmeru. The little globe too which the Revd. gentleman produced 
was also one made on Newton’s principle; but even amongst English-
men there were serious doubts and differences of opinion as to whether 
Newton’s theory was correct or not. Among others one Mr. Morrison, a 
learned gentleman, has published a book completely refuting all Newton’s 
arguments, and he would be happy to allow the Christian party a sight of 
this book which was in his possession. . . . How silly was it then to attempt 
to demolish the great Buddha’s sayings by quoting as an authority, an im-
mature system of Astronomy, the correctness of which is not accepted 
even by those who propounded it.30

Gun·ānanda refers here to the work of Richard James Morrison (1795–
1874), a lieutenant in the Royal Navy who had gone on to become the most 
famous astrologer of Victorian England, publishing predictions of weather  
and world events under the pseudonym “Zadkiel” or “Zadkiel, Tao-Sze.”31 
His works include The Solar System As It Is, And Not As It Is Represented: 
Wherein is Shewn, for the First Time, the True, Proper Motion of the Sun 
through Space, at the Rate of 100,000 Miles Per Hour. Also, That the Earth 
and Planets, and their Satellites Move with the Sun, in Cycloidal Curves; 
and That the Doctrine of Elliptical Orbits is False (1857). Gun·ānanda seems 
to be referring to another of Morrison’s books: The New Principia; or, 
True System of Astronomy. In which the Earth is Proved to be the Stationary 
Centre of the Solar System, and the Sun is Shewn to be Only 365,006.5 Miles 
from the Earth, and the Moon Only 32,828.5 Distant; While the Sun Trav-
els Yearly in an Ellipse around the Earth, the Other Planets Moving about 
the Sun in Ellipses Also (1868). It is noteworthy that this argument against 
Newton and in favor of a geocentric universe was sufficiently successful 
to warrant a second edition in 1872. But Gun·ānanda does not enter into 
the specifics of scientific evidence here. For him, it is simply enough to 
note that even the English cannot agree on whether the earth rotates on 
its axis in orbit around the sun. Therefore, why should the Buddhists of 
Sri Lanka yield to the view of one Englishman (Newton) over another 
(Morrison)? Gun·ānanda seems unencumbered by the question of the 
relative importance of the two figures in the history of science.

Not satisfied with calling the authority of Newton into question, 
Gunān·anda turned next to empirical evidence. According to Buddhist 
cosmology, we humans occupy an island continent called Jambudvīpa, 
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located to the south of Mount Meru. If  “the grandest and most stupen-
dous rock on the face of the earth” is not situated to the north, how does 
the Reverend gentleman explain the invariable direction of the mariner’s 
compass?32 We should recall that Gun·ānanda won the debate.

The location of Mount Meru had been a question for Buddhists in 
China for centuries, both before and after the arrival of Christian mis-
sionaries. And by the late nineteenth century, educated Chinese ac-
cepted the European view of a round earth orbiting the sun. In 1927 the 
monk Taixu (discussed in the introduction) published his Essay on the 
True Nature of Reality in Accordance with the Teachings (Zhen xianshi lun 
zong yi lun), in which he sought to harmonize the Buddhist and Euro-
pean cosmologies. He argues that the Mount Meru cosmology is in fact 
a metaphor for the solar system. Mapping the elements of the Buddhist 
system onto the stars and planets, he explains that the southern conti-
nent of Jambudvīpa is the planet Earth and that the other three islands 
in the ocean surrounding Mount Meru are Venus (Godānīya), Mercury 
(Pūrvavideha), and Mars (Uttarakuru). Each of these is inhabited by 
humans. Saturn, Jupiter, Neptune, and Uranus are inhabited by various 
gods. He is less specific about the precise location of Mount Meru. He 
does say, however, that the sun is located directly above Mount Meru. 
In the standard Buddhist cosmology, as discussed above, the summit 
of Mount Meru is the site of the Heaven of the Thirty-Three, presided 
over by Śakra (Indra). Taixu explains that this heaven is located on the  
sun.33

After having considered Sri Lanka, Japan, and China, we turn now to 
the status of Mount Meru in yet another Buddhist land, Tibet. As the 
current Dalai Lama himself has noted, in the case of Tibetan Buddhism, 
“for various historical, social, and political reasons, the full encounter 
with a scientific worldview is still a novel process.”34 Indeed, the Mount 
Meru question was not raised in Tibet until the twentieth century. The 
Tibetan scholar Gendun Chopel (Dge ’dun chos ’phel, 1903–1951) spent 
the years from 1934 to 1946 traveling in South Asia. During this pe-
riod, he contributed poems and essays to Melong (its English name was 
the Tibet Mirror), the only Tibetan-language newspaper, published in 
Kalimpong in northern India by the Tibetan Christian Babu Tharchin 
(1890–1976).

In 1938 Hitler annexed Austria; Otto Hahn produced the first nuclear 
fission of uranium; Howard Hughes, flying a twin-engine Lockheed, set 
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a new record for the circumnavigation of the globe; color television was 
first demonstrated; the first photocopied image was produced; the ball-
point pen was patented; the first Superman episode appeared in Action 
Comics; Disney’s Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs premiered; Benny 
Goodman’s orchestra performed “Sing, Sing, Sing” at Carnegie Hall—
and Gendun Chopel was attempting to prove to his countrymen that 
the world is not flat.

The following essay appeared in the June 28, 1938, issue of the Tibet 
Mirror, under the byline “Honest Dharma.”

The World Is Round or Spherical
In the past, in the lands of the continent of Europe, it was said only that 
this world is flat, just as it appears to the non-analytical mind; there was 
not a single person who said that it was round. All the ancient religions 
in the various lands said only that the world is flat; there was not one that 
said that it was round. Thus, when some intelligent people first said that it 
is round, the only method to keep the word from spreading was to order 
that they be burned alive. However, in the end, unable to withstand the 
light of true knowledge, everyone came to believe that it is round. Today, 
not only has the fact that it is round been determined, but also the size 
all of the islands in the world just 4 or 5 yojanas long have been measured 
down to spans and cubits. Therefore, in the great lands there is not a sin-
gle scholar who has even a doubt.

Among all of the Buddhists in Singhala [Sri Lanka], Burma, Siam, 
Japan, China, and so forth, there is not one who says that it is not true 
that it is round. Yet we in Tibet still hold stubbornly to the position that 
it is not. Some say mindless foolish things, like the foreigners’ sending of 
ships into the ocean is a deception. I have also seen some intelligent per-
sons who understand [that it is round] but, fearing slander by others, re-
main unable to say so. When even the most obstinate European scholars, 
who do not believe in anything without seeing the reason directly, were 
not able to maintain the position that it is not round and accepted it com-
pletely, then it goes without saying that this stubbornness of ours will 
come to an end.

[Saying that the world is not round] because the Buddha stated that 
it is flat is not accepted as authoritative in other [non-Buddhist] schools 
and thus does not do a pinprick of damage [to their assertion that it is 
round]. Even with regard to the scriptures of our own [Buddhist] school, 
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which does accept [the Buddha’s statement] as authoritative, because the 
majority of the sūtras were set forth by the Buddha in accordance with 
the thoughts of sentient beings, even in this case, we do not know what 
is provisional and what is definitive. If he set forth even matters of great 
importance, such as emptiness and the stages of the path to liberation, in 
various types of provisional meaning in accordance with the thoughts of 
sentient beings, what need is there to discuss these presentations of envi-
ronments and their inhabitants? During the lifetime of the Buddha, when 
it occasionally happened that the way that the monks ate their food did 
not accord with [the customs] of the time and place, causing slight con-
cern among the laity, he would make a rule that it was unsuitable. At that 
time, throughout all the world, the words “[the world] is flat” were as fa-
mous as the wind. Thus, even if the Buddha had said, “It is round,” whose 
ear would it have entered? Even if he had said so emphatically, it would 
have had no purpose, even if he had demonstrated it with his miraculous 
powers. Nowadays, at a time when [the fact that the world is round] has 
become evident to billions of beings, there are still those of us who say, 
“This is your deception.” In the same way, I am certain that they would 
not have believed it, saying, “This is the magic trick of Gautama.” If all of 
us would believe in this world that we see with our eyes rather than that 
world that we see through letters, it would be good.35

Prior to departing for India in 1934, Gendun Chopel had completed 
the monastic curriculum at Drepung monastery in Lhasa. There he had 
studied the Abhidharmakośa and the traditional Mount Meru cosmol-
ogy still accepted in Tibet in 1938, the time of his article. His argument 
against the traditional “flat-earth” view is twofold.

The first part of the argument is one based on consensus. It is clear 
that he regards the Europeans as generally superior to Asians in matters 
concerning the empirical description of the external world. His readers 
should take some comfort, therefore, in learning that in the ancient past, 
all peoples, including the Europeans, considered the world to be flat, as 
it indeed appears to be. In addition, all of the religions of the world as-
serted that the world is flat. This belief, furthermore, was held so tena-
ciously that when it was first suggested that the world is not flat, those 
who made such a suggestion were executed. The light of truth, however, 
eventually dispelled the darkness of ignorance; and in the subsequent 
centuries the proof that the world is round has been upheld, and all 
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bodies of land and water that constitute the world have been accurately 
measured. It is noteworthy here that Gendun Chopel employs almost 
the same language as Hardy in 1863: the white man has been every-
where and seen (and measured) everything, and the flat world surround-
ing Mount Meru has not been found. Unlike Gun·ānanda, who sought 
to discredit both Christian scriptures and Christian science, Gendun 
Chopel here is prepared to embrace the conclusion of the scholars of 
“the great lands,” by which he would seem to mean the nations of Eu-
rope, who are unequivocal in their belief that the world is round. The 
task, as we shall see below, is not to do battle with European science but 
to harmonize it with, and, in a sense, absorb it into, Buddhism.

His implication, of course, is that the Tibetans are part of the dwin-
dling flat-world camp. One could object that the non-Buddhist na-
tions may hold such a view, but the Buddhist nations, who traditionally 
have shared the Mount Meru cosmology described above, do not. But 
Gendun Chopel deflates this objection by reporting that the Buddhists 
of the rest of Asia, those of Sri Lanka, Burma, Siam, China, and Ja-
pan, all hold that the world is round. The Tibetans thus form a tiny and 
doomed minority. He concedes that there are in fact some Tibetans who 
know that the world is round but fear the criticism they would suffer by 
saying so.36 As he wrote in one of his poems,

Everything old is hailed as the way of the gods.
Everything new is considered the conjuring of demons.
Most wonders are considered simply bad omens.
This is our tradition to the present day,
The tradition of the Buddhist kingdom Tibet.37

But the obstinacy of the Tibetans is nothing compared to that of the 
Europeans, such that it is only a matter of time before even the Tibetans 
come to accept the truth that the world is round. Gendun Chopel sug-
gests that their persistence in holding to the old and discredited position 
should be regarded as a source of national embarrassment.

Turning next to the question of the Buddha, he concedes that some-
one might argue that the world is flat because the Buddha said so. But 
Gendun Chopel observes that citing a statement of the Buddha as proof, 
a tactic that might be employed in the debating courtyard of a Tibetan 
monastery, would carry little weight in the wider world, where the Bud-
dha is not regarded as an infallible authority on all matters; one cannot 
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prove a point in the wider world with the simple reason, “because it was 
stated by the Buddha.” Gendun Chopel is, however, a Buddhist, and so 
in the second part of the essay, he must take up the more difficult ques-
tion: The Buddha taught that the world is flat, when in fact it is round. 
How could the omniscient Buddha have been wrong?

Here Gendun Chopel, like Tominaga in Japan two centuries ear-
lier, alludes to the famous doctrine of upāyakauśalya, often translated as 
“skillful methods” or “expedient devices,” according to which the Bud-
dha always taught what was most appropriate and useful for a given 
audience, whether or not it was “true.” Thus it is said, for example, that 
the Buddha taught that there is a permanent self (ātman) to those be-
ings incapable of understanding that there is no self—despite the Bud-
dha’s own knowledge that, in reality, there is no self. This flexibility 
of the Buddha in adapting his teachings to a particular circumstance, 
combined with the vast number of texts attributed to the Buddha by 
the Mahāyāna, resulted in a wealth of contradictions among the state-
ments of the Buddha, the omniscient teacher who must be free of con-
tradiction. All schools of Buddhism, therefore, employed devices (some 
of which claimed to be recommended by the Buddha himself ) to dis-
tinguish what the Buddha had said in accordance with the exigencies 
of the moment from what the Buddha in fact knew ultimately to be 
true. Among a number of categories deployed to draw this distinction,38 
Gendun Chopel mentions one of the most famous, that of the provi-
sional (neyārtha) and the definitive (nītārtha). Although the parameters 
of these categories are widely interpreted, as Gendun Chopel uses the 
terms here, the provisional teachings are those statements by the Bud-
dha that he made for the benefit of his audience but to which he did not 
himself subscribe, and the definitive teachings are those statements that 
represent the Buddha’s own view on a given point of doctrine. Gendun 
Chopel notes that the majority of the Buddha’s statements fall into the 
former category and that it is impossible for us to know with certainty 
which statements are provisional and which are definitive. He is well 
aware that there are in fact detailed instructions on how to distinguish 
the definitive from the provisional, but he also is aware that the various 
schools of Buddhist philosophy differ both on what those instructions 
are and on what constitutes the Buddha’s own view. Gendun Chopel 
thus professes a certain agnosticism as to what is provisional and what is  
definitive.
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He does note, however, that the Buddha spoke provisionally even on 
some of the most consequential questions in Buddhist thought, such as 
the nature of emptiness (śūnyatā) and the stages of the path to libera-
tion from rebirth. As a proponent of the Madhyamaka school, Gendun 
Chopel would hold that the Yogācāra teaching that there is no exter-
nal world is a provisional teaching, a lesser emptiness, which the Bud-
dha taught to those who were temporarily incapable of understanding 
the true emptiness, the utter absence of any intrinsic nature. As a pro-
ponent of the Mahāyāna, Gendun Chopel would hold that the nirvān·a 
of the arhat (one who has achieved liberation from rebirth), the goal of 
the Hīnayāna, is a provisional teaching, that in fact all beings will one 
day undertake and complete the bodhisattva’s path to buddhahood. If 
the Buddha resorted to the use of provisional teachings on these doc-
trines, so central to Buddhist thought and practice, why would he not 
resort to the provisional on such a relatively minor point as the shape of 
the world? That is, nothing would prevent the Buddha from saying that 
the world is flat when he knew that it is round.

He notes correctly that the Buddhist monastic code, the vinaya, is 
filled with accounts of the Buddha making minor modifications in the 
prescribed etiquette of monks and nuns in deference to the mores of the 
laity. The laity of ancient India believed without question that the world 
is flat. If the Buddha had taught them that the world is round, or had he 
used his supernormal powers to demonstrate it, they would not have be-
lieved him, thus hindering his ability to gain their confidence in teach-
ings of far greater importance for the path to liberation from suffering 
and rebirth. Thus, the Buddha’s description of a flat world, with a central 
mountain surrounded by a great ocean with four island continents, was a  
provisional teaching, set forth by the Buddha in keeping with the inter-
ests and capacities of his audience, adapted to the historical moment.

Gendun Chopel is therefore able to argue that the Buddha taught 
that the world is flat although in fact the world is round. However, be-
cause the Buddha knew that the world is round (and simply did not say 
so), the omniscience of the Buddha is preserved. This is an approach that 
in some ways is very traditional, despite its claim that the Buddha, re-
nowned for never teaching with “a closed fist,” knew something that he 
never taught: that the world is round. 

The doctrine of upāya, of the Buddha’s skillful method, is often por-
trayed as a sign of the Buddha’s compassion, adapting his teachings to the 
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needs of his audience, just as a doctor prescribes different cures for different 
maladies. All are teachings of the Buddha. The same doctrine, however, has 
a long history in Buddhist polemics, dating back at least to the rise of the 
Mahāyāna, where earlier teachings could be identified as provisional and 
subsumed into a new hierarchy. The early teaching is conceded as necessary 
for its time and place, but it is deposed to a lesser rank; the old becomes pro-
visional, the new is definitive. The old is that which the Buddha offered to 
those of limited capacity, until they are prepared to receive the new teach-
ing. For Gendun Chopel the old teaching is that the world is flat. The new  
teaching is that the world is round. And the Buddha knew that all along.

He concludes his brief essay with the statement, “If all of us would be-
lieve in this world that we see with our eyes rather than that world that 
we see through letters, it would be good.” At first sight, this appears to be 
a call to experience, to turn one’s gaze away from musty tomes and see 
the world as it is. Gendun Chopel himself had left the monastery and 
gone out into the world, and there he had learned the true shape of the 
world, which he now relays back to his homeland. But as he concedes 
earlier in the essay, the world appears to be flat and the texts describe it 
as such. There would seem then to be no dissonance between the world 
seen with the eyes and the world seen through letters. He must have a 
different kind of seeing in mind. For this, we must turn to his more sus-
tained discussion of science, which is considered in chapter 3.

Another Tibetan who has taken up the question of the shape of the 
earth is the most prominent of Tibetans, the Fourteenth Dalai Lama. 
He has taken a different view, setting aside issues of the Buddha’s skill-
ful methods to conclude that the Buddha was wrong about the shape of 
the world. This need not shake one’s faith in the Buddha, because he was 
right about more important things, such as the four noble truths. The 
Dalai Lama thus has simply rejected the traditional cosmology, writing, 
“The purpose of the Buddha coming to this world was not to measure 
the circumference of the world and the distance between the earth and 
the moon, but rather to teach the Dharma, to liberate sentient beings, 
to relieve sentient beings of their sufferings.”39 This is in keeping with 
the Dalai Lama’s position that the relevance of science for Buddhism is  
confined to the first two of the four noble truths: the truth of suffering 
and the truth of the origin of suffering. Science has nothing to contrib-
ute on the last two truths: the truth of the cessation of suffering (called 
nirvān·a) and the truth of the path to that cessation.
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To concede that the Buddha might have been wrong about anything, 
however, is a dangerous concession to make, for it raises the question of 
what else he might have been wrong about, and of the criteria by which 
the Buddha’s being right or wrong might be judged. As we have already 
seen, in 1863 the Christian missionary Robert Spence Hardy regarded 
the Buddha’s error about the Mount Meru cosmology as a fatal flaw. It 
is useful, therefore, to pause briefly to consider the content of the Bud-
dha’s enlightenment.

In the earliest of the Pāli biographies of the Buddha, the “Account 
of Origins” (Nidānakathā), dating from the fifth century CE (and thus 
some eight centuries after the death of the Buddha), we find this de-
scription of the Buddha’s enlightenment:

While the sun was still shining above, the Great Being thus dispersed 
Māra’s army; being honoured with the offerings in the form of the young 
leaves from the Bodhi tree falling on his robe, as though with shoots of 
red coral, he entered into the knowledge of previous existences in the 
first watch of the night; in the second watch he purified his divine eye; 
and in the final watch gained an insight into the knowledge of the in-
terdependent causal origins. As he continued to reflect on the nature of 
the causal antecedents which consist of twelve constituents, in their di-
rect and inverse relations in progressive and regressive evolution, the ten 
thousand world systems quaked twelve times up to the very limits of the 
ocean. When the Great Being gained penetrative insight into omniscient 
knowledge at dawn, making the ten thousand world systems resound, the 
entire ten thousand worlds assumed a festive garb.40

There is much that could be said about this passage. In brief, however, 
it recounts that after dispensing with the armies of Māra, the Buddhist 
demon of death and desire, Prince Siddhārtha meditated all night be-
neath the Bodhi tree. During the first watch of the night (the period be-
tween 6:00 pm and 10:00 pm), he had a vision of all of his past lives. In 
the second watch of the night (the period from 10:00 pm to 2:00 am), 
he gained the “divine eye,” a power variously defined, but in this context 
said to be the vision of how “beings pass away and come into being ac-
cording to their deeds,” that is, insight into the operation of the law of 
karma. It is noteworthy that neither of these visions constituted his en-
lightenment, nor are they said to be unique to the Buddha or even to 
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Buddhists; they are described as the by-products of states of deep medi-
tation attainable by any yogin. It was in the third watch of the night (the 
period between 2:00 am and 6:00 Am) that the prince became the Bud-
dha. He contemplated causation in detail, examining the twelve links of 
the chain of dependent origin ( pratītyasamutpāda), beginning with ig-
norance and ending with aging and death, forward and backward. As a 
result of his understanding, at dawn he “gained penetrative insight into 
omniscient knowledge” and at that point became the Buddha. But what 
is this omniscient knowledge, literally here, “the knowledge that knows 
everything” (sabbaññutāñān· a)? Let us consider briefly the question of 
the Buddha’s omniscience, a question upon which the various Buddhist 
traditions are not univocal.

In the Pāli scriptures, the nature of the Buddha’s knowledge is vari-
ously described. In some cases, the knowledge of all, or omniscience, is 
glossed as knowledge of the dharma. This is not clarifying, since dharma 
is notoriously untranslatable. Here, however, it seems to mean “the truth” 
or “the nature of things.” Elsewhere, the Buddha explains that he is en-
dowed with three knowledges: the knowledge of his own past lives, the 
divine eye (described above), and the knowledge that he is free of all 
defilements. In another text, he claims knowledge of the past and the 
present, but not the future, apart from knowledge of the fact that when 
he dies he will not be reborn again. The Buddha denies that anyone can 
know everything in the universe at the same time; later commentators 
took this to imply that the Buddha can know—with direct perception 
and not merely by inference—anything to which he turns his mind. But 
this raised a problem: to know everything in the universe, one by one, 
would require a very long time. The accepted view on the topic in the 
Theravāda came to be that the Buddha could know everything in the 
universe that has existed, exists, or will exist (that is, he can know the 
past, present, and future); that he can know these things collectively as 
well as individually; and that he can know them simultaneously or se-
quentially. Those with further questions should recall that the Buddha 
said, “O monks, the range of objects of the Buddha’s knowledge tran-
scends all thoughts on the subject; whoever indulges in thinking about it 
will only suffer mental aberration and distress.”41

The Buddha is omniscient in the Mahāyāna as well. He, and all bud-
dhas, are said to be endowed with sarvākarajñāna, literally, “the knowl-
edge of all aspects.” The nature of his omniscience is described in detail, 
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as is so often the case in Buddhism, in the form of lists. Thus, in the 
Mahāyāna, the Buddha is said to be endowed with two types of knowl-
edge. The first, yāvadbhāvikajñāna, might be translated as the “knowl-
edge of the multiplicities” or the “knowledge of the varieties.” This is 
the Buddha’s knowledge of each of the phenomena of the universe in 
its specificity. The second is the yathāvadbhāvikajñāna, which might be 
translated as “the knowledge of the mode,” that is, the Buddha’s under-
standing of the single mode of being of the universe. Only a buddha 
possesses these two knowledges and possesses them simultaneously. He 
is able to do so because only a buddha has abandoned the two obstruc-
tions. The first are the afflictive obstructions (kleśāvaran· a), which in-
clude desire, hatred, and ignorance. He has also abandoned the second 
type of obstructions, the jñeyāvaran· a, literally, “the obstructions to ob-
jects of knowledge,” subtle predispositions that prevent the simultane-
ous perception of objects and their true nature. The Buddha thus is able 
to perceive all of the various phenomena of the universe as well as their 
final nature. This is referred to as the simultaneous knowledge of the 
two truths, the conventional truth (sa .mvr· tisatya) and the ultimate truth 
( paramārthasatya).

In addition, the Buddha is said to be endowed with five wisdoms. 
These are (1) the dharmadhātujñāna, or “wisdom of the sphere of reality”; 
(2) the ādarśajñāna, or “mirrorlike wisdom,” which reflects reality exactly 
as it is; ( 3) the pratyaveks·an· ajñāna, perhaps translated as “discriminating 
wisdom” or the “wisdom of specific understanding,” direct understand-
ing of the general and specific characteristics of all the phenomena in the 
universe; (4) the samatājñāna, or the “wisdom of equality,” in which no 
ultimate difference is perceived between sa .msāra and nirvān· a in terms of 
the former having a nature of evil and the latter having a nature of good-
ness; and (5) the k.rtyānu.s.thānajñāna, or the “wisdom of accomplishing 
activities,” the wisdom that works for the welfare of all beings and serves 
as the cause for the various emanations of the Buddha.

There are also the eighteen āven· ikadharma, the “unshared attributes” 
possessed only by the Buddha. Here we might cite the Dalai Lama’s own 
description of them, drawn from his first book on Buddhism, Opening the 
Eye of New Awareness (Blo gsar mig ’byed ), published in Tibetan in 1963. 
The Buddha is endowed with the attributes of (1) not being mistaken, 
such as being frightened of thieves, tigers, and the like when traveling in 
towns, cities, forests, et cetera; (2) not having uncontrolled speech, such 
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as letting out loud cries upon losing one’s way or bursting out laughing 
due to the influence of predispositions; ( 3) not having memory lapses, 
such as letting an activity slip due to forgetting it, or being late for an 
activity; (4) not having a mind that is not in samādhi (one-pointed con-
centration) on the meaning of emptiness at all times, whether in or out 
of meditative absorption; ( 5) not having the discrimination of difference, 
which is the conception that sa .msāra is inherently established as unfavo-
rable and that nirvā .na is inherently established as peaceful; (6) not hav-
ing the indifference that neglects the welfare of sentient beings upon not 
individually analyzing such things as the appropriate time for taming 
them; (7) the uninterrupted arising of the aspiration for love and com-
passion, bringing about the welfare of sentient beings; (8) the effort that 
is the enthusiasm for going to buddha lands that surpass the number of 
grains of sand on the banks of the Ganges for the sake of even one sen-
tient being; (9) the constant mindfulness never to forget the styles of 
mental behavior of all sentient beings as well as the methods for tam-
ing them; (10) the samādhi set in equipoise on the suchness of phenom-
ena; (11) the wisdom that knows how to teach appropriately the 84,000 
bundles of doctrine as antidotes to the afflictive styles of behavior of 
disciples; (12) the nondeterioration of the liberation that is the state of 
having abandoned all obstructions exhaustively; (13) the exalted physi-
cal activities, such as emitting light, the four postures, et cetera; (14) the 
exalted verbal activities of teaching in accordance with the inclinations 
of sentient beings; (15) the exalted mental activities endowed with great 
love and compassion; (16) unimpeded great knowledge of all objects of 
knowledge of the past; (17) the unimpeded great knowledge of all objects 
of knowledge of the present; and (18) the unimpeded great knowledge of 
all objects of knowledge of the future.42

Without enumerating yet other qualities of the Buddha, such as the 
ten powers, the four fearlessnesses, the four knowledges, the eight lib-
erations, the four specific knowledges, the four purifications, and the six 
superknowledges, it is possible to describe the Buddha in the following 
terms. He has complete recollection of the past, including each of his 
own past lives as well as those of all sentient beings (the past lives of each 
being are said to be infinite in number). He has full knowledge of the 
present in the sense that he is aware, or has the capacity to be aware, of all 
events occurring in all realms of multiple universes. He has full knowl-
edge of everything that will occur in the future and is able to predict the 
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precise circumstances under which various persons will become bud-
dhas. He has direct and complete insight into the most profound nature 
of reality at all times, such that he does not need to enter into meditation 
in order to see it directly. He is fully aware of the contents of the minds 
of all beings in the universe, and thus is able to teach them in accordance 
with their individual needs and dispositions. He is endowed with a per-
fect comportment, always displaying complete dignity in both his phys-
ical movements and his speech (according to some accounts, the neck 
bone of all buddhas is solid such that they never turn their head, always 
facing forward). He is perfectly enlightened and hence omniscient.

This view of the Buddha is widely shared across the Buddhist tra-
ditions. However, at least for one important Indian Buddhist thinker, 
it is not his knowledge of the facts of the world that makes him wor-
thy of respect and devotion. In his Pramā .navārttika (Commentary on 
Valid Knowledge), the seventh-century logician Dharmakīrti takes up 
the question of what makes a teacher (in this case, the Buddha) valid 
and authoritative. Without taking a position on whether the Buddha 
was omniscient or not, he makes it clear that knowledge of mundane 
facts or the ability to see things beyond the range of normal vision is not 
relevant.

Thus, one should investigate [if a teacher]
Has the knowledge of what should be practiced.
Whether he knows the number of insects
Is not of any use to us.

We seek one who is valid,
Knowing what to adopt and discard
As well as the method to do so,
Not one who knows everything.

Whether or not he can see what is distant,
He should see the reality we seek.
If seeing what is distant makes one valid
Then we should honor vultures here.43

This trenchant point is similar to the Dalai Lama’s statement above that 
the Buddha’s purpose was not to measure the distance between the earth 



first there is a mountain  69

and the moon but to teach the path to liberation. It is important to note, 
however, that unlike the Dalai Lama, Dharmakīrti does not concede that 
the Buddha was wrong about anything.

Perhaps in consideration of this problem, in his more recent writings 
the Dalai Lama does not ascribe the Mount Meru cosmology to the Bud
dha, but rather to the fourth-century Indian master Vasubandhu. It is 
Vasubandhu’s Abhidharmakośa that forms one of the five books ( gzhung 
lnga) of monastic curriculum in the Dalai Lama’s sect, the Geluk, and 
it was from the Abhidharmakośa that the Dalai Lama learned the tradi-
tional cosmology during his education in Tibet. In his recent The Uni-
verse in a Single Atom, he writes: “By the age of twenty, when I began 
my systematic study of the texts that discuss Abhidharma cosmology, I 
knew that the world was round, had looked at photographic images of 
volcanic craters on the surface of the moon in magazines, and had some 
inkling of the orbital rotation of the earth and moon around the sun. So 
I must admit, when I was studying Vasubandhu’s classic presentation of 
the Abhidharma cosmological system, it did not much appeal to me.”44

Thus, like Gendun Chopel in the 1930s, for the Dalai Lama in the 
1950s it was the exposure to the discoveries of modern science—or 
perhaps more accurately, their representation in popular media—that 
provided a challenge to the traditional Buddhist cosmology. It is not 
sufficient, however, simply to dismiss the traditional views; those views 
must be interpreted in order to find a place for them within a larger, and 
less problematic, Buddhist schema. As we have seen, Gendun Chopel 
made a traditional appeal to the doctrine of upāya, the Buddha’s skillful 
methods, compassionately teaching that which accorded with the capac-
ities and interests of his audience, even when he himself knew it to be 
untrue. The Dalai Lama seems to take a different tack.

These sizes, distances, and so forth are flatly contradicted by the empiri-
cal evidence of modern astronomy. There is a dictum in Buddhist philos-
ophy that to uphold a tenet that contradicts reason is to undermine one’s 
credibility; to contradict empirical evidence is still a greater fallacy. So it 
is hard to take the Abhidharma cosmology literally. Indeed, even with-
out recourse to modern science, there is a sufficient range of contradic-
tory models for cosmology within Buddhist thought for one to question 
the literal truth of any particular version. My own view is that Buddhism 
must abandon many aspects of the Abhidharma cosmology.
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To what extent Vasubandhu himself believed in the Abhidharma 
worldview is open to question. He was presenting systematically the vari-
ety of cosmological speculations that were then current in India. Strictly 
speaking, the description of the cosmos and its origins—which the Bud-
dhist texts refer to as the “container”—is secondary to the account of the 
nature and origins of sentient beings, who are “contained.”45

Vasubandhu is one of the most revered Indian masters in Tibetan Bud-
dhism, venerated as one of the “six ornaments of the world,” along with 
his brother Asa ×nga, as well as Nāgārjuna and Āryadeva, and Dignāga 
and Dharmakīrti. Although an early proponent of the Hīnayāna, he was 
converted to the Mahāyāna by his brother, and went on to compose im-
portant works on Yogācāra philosophy. In the Dalai Lama’s own sect, the 
Yogācāra is considered philosophically inferior to the Madhyamaka. But 
it is also said that although Asa ×nga taught Yogācāra, his own view was 
Madhyamaka.46

The Dalai Lama’s comment above, that the extent to which Vasu
bandhu himself believed in the Abhidharma worldview is open to ques-
tion, can thus be read in several ways. Later in his life, Vasubandhu did 
indeed change his philosophical position, although the Mount Meru 
cosmology is held in common by the schools of Indian Buddhism, both 
Hīnayāna and Mahāyāna. The more likely reading is that the Dalai 
Lama is making a claim for Vasubandhu similar to the one that Gendun 
Chopel made for the Buddha: he knew that the earth is not flat, but he 
said that it was, in keeping with the conventions of the time.

This claim raises a number of fascinating questions about when and 
where the words of the Buddha are to be taken at face value, and when 
they should be declared merely provisional, questions that the tradition 
has struggled with for two millennia, questions that have particular sig-
nificance in the domain of Buddhism and Science.

But it is clear that a number of Buddhist thinkers, across the Bud-
dhist world during the past two centuries, have been willing to abandon 
the traditional cosmology, seeing it, in one sense or another, as inessen-
tial to Buddhism. Other elements of the tradition are defended more 
steadfastly, as we will see in chapter 3. What is not often noted in these 
discussions is the relationship between Buddhist cosmology and those 
Buddhist doctrines that have tended to be deemed more important dur-
ing the history of the discourse of Buddhism and Science. As the Dalai 
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Lama notes above, “the description of the cosmos and its origins—
which the Buddhist texts refer to as the ‘container’—is secondary to the  
account of the nature and origins of sentient beings, who are ‘contained.’ ” 
But where do the “contained,” the beings who populate the realm of re-
birth, abide, if not in the “container”?

Mount Meru is not simply a barren peak, like Everest. The ocean that 
surrounds the mountain and the lower reaches of its four faces are the 
abodes of all manner of demigods, one of the six types of beings who 
populate the Buddhist universe and as which all beings have been re-
born. Its upper reaches are the kingdoms of the monarchs of the four 
directions, who survey the world from their palaces on the mountain. 
Among these is Vaiśrāva .na, the king of the north and the god of wealth, 
and, as such, one of more popular gods in the Buddhist pantheon. On 
the flat summit of Mount Meru is located the Heaven of the Thirty-
Three, among the most commonly mentioned of the Buddhist heav-
ens. It is the abode of Śakra (Indra), who converses so frequently with 
the Buddha and who appears in so many Buddhist sūtras. It was in the 
Heaven of the Thirty-Three that the Buddha spent the rains retreat in 
the seventh year after his enlightenment, when he taught the assembled 
gods, including his mother. She had died shortly after his birth and been 
reborn as a male god. In order that she not be deprived of the teachings 
of the dharma, the Buddha traveled to the Heaven of the Thirty-Three 
to teach her there. He taught her the Abhidharma, one of the “three 
baskets” that constitute the Buddhist canon, the section that contains 
central expositions of the nature of consciousness and the operation of 
rebirth. The Buddha’s descent from the mountain back to the continent 
of Jambudvīpa is one of the most celebrated of his deeds. His return 
from the mountain on a divine ladder made of gold, silver, and jewels, 
met at the bottom by the monk Śāriputra and the (disguised) nun Utpa-
lavar .nā, is among the most famous scenes in Buddhist art. The place of 
his descent, Sā .mkāśya, is one of the sacred sites of the tradition because 
all the buddhas of the past have descended from Mount Meru there.

Some Buddhist thinkers wanted to keep Mount Meru on earth, yet 
beyond the reach of explorers. Others placed it in outer space. Still oth-
ers placed it in the category of the nonexistent, consigned to the realm 
of myth, without fearing that any harm has been done to the dharma. 
That this would occur was predicted with remarkable prescience almost 
a century and a half ago, not by a Buddhist monk, but by a Christian  



72  chapter one

missionary. In a lecture delivered at the Union Church in Hong Kong in 
the winter of 1871, Ernst Eitel declared:

As to the popular literature of Buddhism and its absurdities, we might as 
well collect those little pamphlets on dreams, on sorcery, on lucky and un-
lucky days, on the lives and miracles of the saints, which circulate among 
Roman Catholic peasants—but would that give us a true picture of Ro-
man Catholicism? Thus it is with Buddhism.

Those crude, childish and absurd notions concerning the universe and 
physical science do not constitute Buddhism. This great religion, imper-
fect and false as it is to a great extent, does not stand or fall with such ab-
surdities. They are merely accidental, unimportant outworks, which may 
fall by the advance of knowledge, which may be rased to the ground by 
the progress of civilisation, and yet the Buddhist fortress may remain as 
strong, as impregnable, as before. A Buddhist may adopt all the results of 
modern science, he may become a follower of Newton, a disciple of Dar-
win, and yet remain a Buddhist.47

Yet once the process of demythologizing begins, once the process of 
deciding between the essential and the inessential is under way, it is of-
ten difficult to know where to stop. The question, then, is which Bud-
dhist doctrines can be eliminated while allowing Buddhism to remain 
Buddhism. Can there be Buddhism without Mount Meru? Can you play 
chess without the queen? Mount Meru—with its four faces of gold, sil-
ver, lapis, and crystal—is a slippery slope.

In 1977 I was discussing the traditional cosmology with a prominent 
Tibetan lama. I asked him, somewhat more politely than the Christian 
missionaries in Sri Lanka, why it was that Mount Meru had not been 
discovered. We were speaking Tibetan, and his answer could be trans-
lated in two ways. The first would be, “If one has pure karma, one can see 
it.” The second would be, “If you had pure karma, you could see it.”
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2

BUDDHISM AND THE SCIENCE OF RACE

On October 27, 1937, the following letter, written in perfect German, ar-
rived in Berlin:

Abbot T’ai-hsü, Monastery Ta-lin Szu
Kuling via Kiu-kiang (Kiangsi)
China

Kuling, 11 August 1937

To the Leader of the German People,
Mr Adolf Hitler.

The scientific civilization of our time is borne by the Aryan race, but 
the religious culture of the past has its culmination in Buddhism, whose 
founder, Buddha Shakyamuni, was also of Aryan origin.

People in Europe and America today are not happy, obviously because 
their lives are ordered by science alone, which offers no answers to ques-
tions concerning religious issues. They are in need of religion. Now, most 
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religions stand in contradiction to natural science; only Buddhism has 
fully absorbed its insights, indeed surpassing them. Thus Buddhism is 
destined to become the religion of the peoples of Europe and America.

Buddhism has recognized the fundamental truth that there are four pri-
mary virtues that man must possess in order to achieve perfection: com-
passion (for the needs of one’s neighbour), conformity (to the social 
hierarchy), good works (for improvement), and courage (to break down 
opposition). The peoples in India and China possess the first two of these 
virtues, but they do not have the last two in sufficient measure. Thus their 
personality is incomplete and the full extent of the blessing of Buddhism 
cannot yet reveal itself to them.

I believe that the Germanic people, now united under their Führer, have 
wondrously developed three characteristics: knowledge, conformity, and 
courage. Thus only the Buddhist religion, in which these three character-
istics are primary virtues, can be the religion of the Germanic people. And 
only that most excellent scion of ancient Aryan stock, Shakyamuni, the 
Holy, can be the religious leader of the Germanic people, that most excel-
lent scion of ancient Aryan stock.

If the Führer desires to study the Buddhist religion, which can become 
so important for Europe and America today and for the Germanic peo-
ple, I request that he write to me and I will gladly answer to the best of 
my knowledge.
I wish your government undaunted stability!

[several seals]
Leader of the Buddhists in China
signed T’ai-hsü1

On April 26 of that same year, German Junker and Heinkel bombers 
had destroyed the Basque town of Guernica. On July 16, a concentration 
camp was opened on the Ettersberg plateau overlooking the Weimar 
River, a region closely associated with Goethe. The camp was called 
“Forest of Beech Trees,” or Buchenwald. Also in 1937, Jews were ordered 
to wear a yellow Star of David on their clothing and were barred from 
entering parks, theaters, health resorts, and public institutions.
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The chronological proximity of these events to the arrival of the let-
ter does not suggest that Taixu (as “T’ai-hsü” is rendered in the mod-
ern system) was somehow in sympathy with Hitler’s policies; it is highly 
unlikely that he was aware of them. And he was not the only Buddhist 
leader to write to the German dictator; the regent of the young Four-
teenth Dalai Lama, Reting Rinpoche, also did so, in 1939. The more im-
portant event of 1937, however, occurred not in Hitler’s Germany but in 
Taixu’s China, when Japanese forces invaded on July 7. Beijing fell three 
weeks later. It appears likely that it was this event, more than any par-
ticular attraction to Nazi ideology, that motivated Taixu’s letter, written 
two months after the Japanese invasion had begun.

Taixu opens the letter with an appeal to the term Aryan, a term cen-
tral to both Buddhism and Nazism. He next declares that Europe has 
science but it does not have religion, or, at least, it does not have the 
right religion. Europe requires a religion that is compatible with sci-
ence, a scientific religion, and that religion is Buddhism. Furthermore, 
the most appropriate Europeans to adopt Buddhism are the Germans. 
The Aryan people are naturally suited to the Aryan religion. The purpose 
of this conversion, or perhaps return, however, is not simply to restore 
the natural order. The Indians and Chinese (and it is noteworthy that 
he does not mention the Japanese), custodians of Buddhism for centu-
ries, are constitutionally incapable of fully appreciating it. The solution, 
then, was for Europe to convert to Buddhism and then missionize Asia. 
Taixu’s bizarre dream, or so it seems, was for European Buddhist mis-
sionaries to proselytize the elites of China and India. He, an Asian Bud-
dhist, would spread the dharma in Europe (or at least answer Hitler’s 
questions) in order that German Buddhists could spread the dharma 
among Asians. There was likely an urgency to Taixu’s call; three hun-
dred thousand Chinese would die at the hands of the Japanese Impe-
rial Army in the Nanjing Massacre two months after his letter arrived in  
Berlin.

Regardless of the motivation for Taixu’s letter, it is clear that by 1937, 
a different European science had entered the discourse of Buddhism 
and Science: the science of race. This chapter will trace the long route by 
which it arrived.

•  •  •
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Seven weeks after his enlightenment, the Buddha sat reflecting upon 
the profundity of what he had understood. So profound was it that he 
was reluctant to speak of it to others. At that moment, he was visited by 
the god Brahmā Sahampatī, who implored him to teach. Moved by the 
deity’s plea, the Buddha surveyed the world with his divine eye and saw 
that there were two kinds of beings in the world: those with little dust in 
their eyes and those with much dust in their eyes, those with keen fac-
ulties and those with dull faculties, those with good qualities and those 
with bad qualities, those easy to teach and those difficult to teach.2 He 
then set out to find someone worthy of his teaching. Noting that his 
two former teachers of meditation had recently died, he selected the 
“group of five,” his former comrades in asceticism. He walked to where 
they were residing, the Deer Park outside Banaras, and after proclaim-
ing his enlightenment to them, he preached to them or, in the language 
of the tradition, he turned the wheel of the dharma. He first described 
the two extremes of self-indulgence and asceticism and the middle path 
between them. He then said, “ida .m kho pana bhikkhave dukkha .m ariya-
sacca .m,” usually translated as “Now this, O monks, is the noble truth of 
suffering.”

The Buddha’s attitude toward the so-called caste system of ancient 
India has obsessed the study of Buddhism for almost two centuries.3 It 
has often been stated in the most straightforward terms, with the op-
posing positions clearly marked. On the one side is the Hindu, or Brah-
manical, tradition, which upholds the fourfold division of society into 
a hierarchy of the twice-born—the brahmans, k.satriyas, and vaiśyas—
who have access to the sacred Veda, and the fourth caste, the śūdras, who 
do not. This prohibition is most graphically stated in an early law book 
called the Gautama Dharmasūtra, which states (at 12.4), “If a śūdra inten-
tionally listens to the Veda, then his ears should be filled with [molten] 
lead and lac; if he utters the Veda, then his tongue should be cut off; if 
he has mastered the Veda, his body should be cut to pieces.” This passage 
is quoted approvingly by later figures, including the famous philosopher 
Śa .mkara himself. Similar, although less graphic, statements are found in 
the more famous Manavadharmaśāstra, or “Laws of Manu.” For exam-
ple, the eightieth and eighty-first verses of the fourth chapter state, “He 
must never give a Śūdra advice, leftovers, or anything offered to the gods; 
teach him the Law; or prescribe an observance to him. Whoever teaches 
him the Law or whoever prescribes an observance to him will plunge 
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along with him into that darkness called [the hell of ] Asa .mv.rta.”4 As 
this particular presentation of the caste system so commonly reminds us, 
the division of society into these four groups is sanctioned by the Vedas; 
the Puru.saśukta of the Rig Veda explains that the four castes emerged at 
the creation of the universe from the sacrifice of a primordial being, with 
the brahmans emerging from his mouth, the k.satriyas from his arms,  
the vaiśyas from his legs, and the śūdras from his feet. Outside the four-
fold division are groups referred to generically as “the fifth” (pañcama), 
who engage in a variety of polluted and polluting professions. These are 
the so-called untouchables.

According to the standard presentation, on the other side stands the 
Buddha, who claimed that anyone, regardless of caste, could follow the 
path to nirvā .na, and who admitted members of all four castes into his 
order of monks. The Buddha repeatedly questioned the brahman’s claim 
to superiority due to birth, noting that because their wives menstruate, 
become pregnant, give birth, and nurse babies, brahmans are born from 
the wombs of women and not from the mouth of the god Brahmā; their 
claim to divine origin is therefore just a lie.5 The Buddha thus dismissed 
caste hierarchy entirely, it is said, shifting the valuation of the person 
from blood and birth to virtue and morality. The Buddha was therefore 
not merely a teacher of the path to liberation from the world of suffering, 
but was also a reformer of that world.6 His efforts, however, were short-
lived; Buddhism eventually disappeared from India, and the caste system 
survived. As the eminent Victorian translator and interpreter of Bud-
dhism Thomas W. Rhys Davids (1843–1922) wrote, “Had the Buddha’s 
view on the whole matter won the day the evolution of social grades and  
distinctions would have gone on in India on lines similar to those fol-
lowed in the west, and the caste system would never have been built up.”7

This Victorian view of the Buddha’s attitude toward caste achieved 
the status of common knowledge in both Europe and India, promoted 
especially by the great untouchable convert to Buddhism Dr. Bhimrao 
Ramji Ambedkar (1891–1956) and his followers. Like so many represen-
tations of Buddhism deriving from this period, however, the situation is 
a good deal more complicated, as was duly recognized by a number of 
the leading scholars of the day, including Hermann Oldenberg, Émile 
Senart, and Max Weber himself.

Entire volumes have been written, and continue to be written, on 
Buddhist attitudes toward caste, and only the barest disconnected  
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discourse on current scholarly opinion can be provided here. The Bud-
dha himself was a member of the k.satriya, or warrior caste, and when he 
made reference to the fourfold caste division, as he would most com-
monly do when his interlocutor was a brahman, he would not list the 
four in the standard order of brahman, k.satriya, vaiśya, śūdra, but instead 
would place the k.satriyas first. In other contexts, he commonly spoke 
of only three groups, which do not appear in a hierarchy: the k.satriya, 
brahman, and g.rhapati, or householder.8 He explained at one point that 
k.satriyas are superior to brahmans because they do not allow into their 
caste children born of a union in which only one parent is of the higher 
caste, whereas the brahmans do.9 In describing the buddhas of the past, 
he said that a buddha is never born into a vaiśya or śūdra family, but only 
as the son of brahmans or k.satriyas, depending on which of the two is 
more highly honored by society at the time of his birth—the implication 
being, of course, that he himself chose to be born as a k.satriya because it 
was the superior caste of his day.10 Apart from such statements, the Bud-
dha tended to emphasize occupation over caste status, and reserved the 
term brahman for the most advanced yogins. For example, in the Vāse.t.tha  
Sutta of the Sutta Nipāta (considered an early work), he says, “Whoever 
among men makes his living keeping cows, thus know, Vāse.t.tha, he is a 
farmer, not a brahman. . . . Without anger, possessing vows and virtuous 
conduct, free from haughtiness, tamed, having his last body, him I call 
a brahman.”11

Although members of all castes joined the order of monks and nuns, 
the Buddha drew his followers, both monastic and lay, largely from the 
brahman and k.satriya castes, if we can draw conclusions from the canon. 
Of the 105 monks and nuns whose caste is mentioned in the Pāli tipi.taka, 
some 60 percent are from the two upper castes, with brahmans form-
ing the largest group. There are indeed members of the “low class” (nīca 
kula), but only eight: two barbers, one potter, one fisherman, one vulture 
trainer, one son of a slave, one elephant trainer, and one actor.12 Of these, 
only one achieved prominence. This was Upāli, the barber of the Bud-
dha’s own Śākya clan, who would become renowned as a master of the 
monastic code. But even as a monk, he was once mocked by some angry 
nuns, who called him a mala majjano, “one who shampoos the hair of 
others.”13 A postulant to the monastic order is typically described as ku­
laputra, a “son of good family.”
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The Buddha regarded the state of the renunciant or śrama .na as be-
yond the category, and thus restrictions, of caste. Such a person had gone 
forth to the homeless life and therefore no longer had a caste designa-
tion. In this regard, however, the Buddha seems only to reflect the ethos 
of his milieu: Jains and Ājīvikas made the same claim. These groups were 
united in their rejection of the Brahmanical claim to sacred knowledge 
and to the primacy of their cult of sacrifice, which together formed the 
basis of the brahmans’ claim to preeminence. Thus, the caste of a per-
son who joined the order of monks and nuns was irrelevant because 
caste status and duties were renounced upon ordination. When the Bud-
dha’s father protested that it was unseemly that his son, a member of 
the k.satriya lineage, should beg for his food, the Buddha replied that 
it was his father who was of the royal lineage; his lineage was that of 
the buddhas.14 Indeed, one who has joined the sa .ngha is called in Pāli  
veva .n .niyanti, “one without caste,” and is compared to a river that has 
lost its identity when it flows into the sea. The Buddha, nonetheless, 
is praised for being of pure paternal and maternal descent, going back 
seven generations.15

In his account of the origin of the universe in the Aggañña Sutta, the 
Buddha explains that the first caste to be established was the k.satriya, 
when the first king was selected by popular demand because he was “the 
handsomest, best-looking, the most pleasant and capable.”16 Sometime 
after that a group decided to renounce unethical behavior, live in the for-
est in huts made of leaves, and meditate all day, only going into villages 
to beg for food (very much like Buddhist monks). These were the first 
brahmans. However, a group of these renunciants stopped meditating; 
they moved into the village and began to compile the Vedas. The Bud-
dha describes these people as the inferior brahmans, noting that in re-
cent times they had come to be regarded as superior.17 It is this group, the 
householding class of priests, the performers of sacrifice, who are clearly 
the Buddha’s chief antagonists and his chief competitors; and it is this 
group, and only this group, that he consistently criticizes as prideful and 
avaricious.18

The Buddha speaks (as do Jain texts) of the state of being a true brah-
man as something gained not through bloodline and birth, but through 
virtue. As is so often the case in Buddhism, it all comes down to karma: 
it is one’s deeds in a past lifetime that cause one to be reborn in a high 
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caste or a low caste in the present lifetime, and it is one’s deeds in the 
present lifetime that will cause one to be reborn in a high caste or a low 
caste in a future lifetime.

To summarize, then, the Buddha lived in a society in which caste dis-
tinctions largely defined the social order. Like other śrama .na teachers of 
the day, he regarded the state of the renunciant as beyond the bounda-
ries of caste. At the same time, he was critical of brahman priests whose 
status depended on caste and who, it should be noted, were his foremost 
competitors for patronage. He sought to convince his followers that the 
giving of gifts to Buddhist monks was a more efficacious form of reli-
gious practice than paying brahman priests to perform sacrifices. There is 
no evidence that the Buddha sought to “reform” or destroy what has been 
called the caste system. Like his contemporaries, he saw caste and clan 
and family to be definitive constituents of the person, as one of the most 
famous descriptions of his enlightenment experience testifies:

I directed it [my mind] to the knowledge of the recollection of past lives. 
I recollected my manifold past lives, that is, one birth, two births, three 
births, four births, five births, ten births, twenty births, thirty births, forty 
births, fifty births, a hundred births, a thousand births, a hundred thou-
sand births, many aeons of world-contraction, many aeons of world- 
expansion, and many aeons of world-contraction and expansion. “There 
I was so named, of such a clan, of such a caste, such was my nutriment, 
such was my experience of pleasure and pain, such was my life-term; and 
passing away from there, I reappeared elsewhere; and there too I was so 
named, of such a clan, of such a caste, such was my nutriment, such was 
my experience of pleasure and pain, such was my life-term; and passing 
away there, I appeared here.”  Thus with their aspects and particulars I rec-
ollected my manifold past lives.19

Buddhist texts would speak repeatedly of clan and family and occu-
pation and craft, but tended to speak in terms not of a fourfold hierar-
chy, but of a binary distinction, between high (ukka.t.ta) and low (hina). 
Farming, raising cattle, and trade were high; guarding a storeroom and 
making baskets were low. Writing, accounting, and royal service were 
high; pottery, weaving, and leatherwork were low. These would persist 
throughout the history of Buddhism in India, where on the one hand, 
Buddhist logicians would continue to attack all Brahmanical claims to 
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an ontological status for caste,20 while on the other, even in the pur-
portedly more universal Mahāyāna, terms like kulaputra, “son of good 
family,” and gotra, “lineage,” would abound. Even in this “metaphorical” 
sense, scholastic treatises would debate whether some beings are, as it 
were, genetically destined to one or another of the vehicles to enlight-
enment, and whether some beings were doomed to none.21 As has been 
noted, “Purity of blood and unblemished lineage was extremely impor-
tant to the Buddhists.”22

But that is another story. We must turn now to another binary and 
how it was deployed in the construction of Buddhism as a world reli-
gion well suited to modernity. The two terms, in Sanskrit, are āryan and 
anāryan, “āryan” and “not āryan.” The term āryan appears in the Bud-
dha’s first sermon, where he speaks of the ariyamāgga and ariyasacca. 
These terms have long been rendered as “noble path” and “noble truth.” 
What they mean in the original Pāli is something of a grammatical co-
nundrum.23 But for the long tradition of commentary at least, it seems 
clear that this famous translation is inaccurate: it is not the truths that 
are noble, but rather those who understand them. Suffering, origin, 
cessation, and path are truths, or facts, only for those who are some-
how “noble.” For all others, they are not true. As Vasubandhu states in 
the Abhidharmakośabhā.sya, “They are the truth for the āryans, truths of 
the āryans; this is why they are called āryasatya.”24 “Noble” is perhaps  
an appropriate translation of ārya because it carries the twin connota-
tions of superiority by birth and superiority by character. And again we 
find ourselves confronted with another apparent opposition, this time 
between the pre-Buddhist (or non-Buddhist) meaning of a term, and 
the Buddha’s reinterpretation of it. In this case, however, the term is even 
more charged than the terms caste or brahman, although it is intimately 
related to their history.

As that history has long been told, sometime in the fourth millen-
nium BCE a nomadic people, skilled in the use of horse and chariot, 
invaded the Indian Subcontinent from what is today Iran and Afghani-
stan. They swept through the Indus River valley, defeating the remnants 
of a once-great urban culture, moving eventually east to settle in the 
Ganges basin. They called themselves Aryan (a term cognate to Iran and 
Ireland) and subjugated the local population, whom they called dāsa (a 
word variously rendered into English as “fiend,” “barbarian,” and “slave”). 
The religion of the Aryans was one of sacrifice to their thirty-three gods, 
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and their society was organized by caste, with the first three castes com-
posed of Aryans and the fourth and lowest caste populated by the con-
quered peoples. Their language, which nineteenth-century philologists 
would call Indo-Aryan, Indo-German, or Indo-European, was related 
to Greek and Latin and German and English, because the speakers of 
these languages were originally one people.

This story, which has been told and retold in classrooms and text-
books for more than a century, has in recent years been called seriously 
into question, with some scholars rejecting this long-held theory of the 
Aryan invasion and conquest of northern India on the basis of linguistic 
and archaeological evidence.25

Regardless of the geographical origins of the bloodline called Ar-
yan, the Buddha, born into a k.satriya clan, shared this blood. He was an 
Aryan. Yet he gave the term an additional meaning. One day the Bud-
dha encountered a group of monks near the north gate of Sāvatthi. He 
stopped to converse with them and asked them their names. There was a 
fisherman standing nearby who said that his name was Ariya. The Bud-
dha observed that his name did not match his occupation, because a true 
ariya (Pāli for ārya) did not injure living beings. At the end of the Bud-
dha’s discourse, the fisherman (who had presumably spent a good deal of 
time standing in streams), became a sotāpanna, a stream enterer, one who 
has reached the initial stage of enlightenment.26

This story, found in the commentary to the Dhammapada, itself re-
quires some commentary. On one level, it seems just a further con-
firmation of the Buddha’s noble substitution of ethics for blood. The 
fisherman’s work is ignoble, and so, if he wishes to rectify his name, he 
should abandon it. But regardless of the complications surrounding the 
term āryan in ancient India, it also carried connotations of class and 
ethnicity. And from this perspective, the dissonance between the fish-
erman’s name and his occupation is that he is called āryan but he is per-
forming the work of a non-āryan. We know that the ancient Indian law 
books carried sanctions for those who performed tasks inappropriate to 
their caste responsibilities, with the heaviest penalties reserved for those 
who engaged, or attempted to engage, in deeds deemed above their sta-
tion. This is not the case in the Buddhist story. The fisherman presuma-
bly inherited his profession and is thus a low-caste person by birth. How 
he was ever named Ariya is not explained. There is clearly a disjunction, 
however, and this is what the Buddha seeks to remedy.
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The adjective ārya appears with great frequency in Buddhist texts, 
modifying nouns like truth (satya), dharma, person (pudgala), view  
(d.r.s.ti), speech (vāca), and path (mārga). When one requests permission 
to become a monk, one asks to go forth (in Pāli) into the ariyadhammavi­
naya, the dharma and the discipline of the āryan. It is important to note, 
however, that the Buddha appears also to accept the widely held conno-
tation of āryan as referring to those who have language, or at least proper 
language: āryan in this context is contrasted with mleccha, a term gener-
ally translated as “barbarian.”27

The more pertinent impression for our purposes, however, is that the 
Buddha, or at least the early Buddhists, appear to have sought to remove 
āryan’s connotation of an inherited superiority, and give it the mean-
ing of an acquired superiority—a superiority, it must be said, held only 
by Buddhists, and eventually, only by some Buddhists. The Buddha’s at-
titude toward the term āryan thus is a kind of correlate to his attitude 
toward caste. The person who enters the order of monks and nuns loses 
thereby his or her caste identity. At the same time, one gains a new iden-
tity, the identity of an āryan.28

On his alms round, the monk An. gulimāla is moved by the suffer-
ing of a mother and her newborn child. The Buddha recommends that 
An. gulimāla cure them by an “act of truth,” a declaration whose truth 
has supernatural powers, in this case the power to heal. The Buddha 
first instructs him to say, “Sister, since I was born, I do not recall that I 
have ever intentionally deprived a living being of life. By this truth, may 
you be well and may your infant be well!” An. gulimāla politely points 
out to Buddha that this is not entirely accurate. Prior to his ordination, 
An. gulimāla had been a notorious serial killer of 999 persons; his name 
means “Necklace of Fingers.” The Buddha therefore amends the state-
ment to begin, “since I was born with noble birth.” The phrase “noble 
birth” can be interpreted in a number of ways, but here it seems to mean 
“since I became a monk.” When An. gulimāla speaks these words to the 
mother and her child, they are cured.29

The early texts would thus seem to suggest that anyone who entered 
the order thereby acquired this status. However, as the tradition devel-
oped, the title of āryan would become more exclusive, reserved only for 
the so-called eight noble persons (ariyapuggala), those who had achieved 
various levels of the path to nirvā .na: the stream-enterer, the once- 
returner, the never returner, and the arhat; the least of these would never 
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be reborn as an animal, ghost, or hell being again and was destined to 
achieve nirvā .na in seven lifetimes or less. This was clearly an elite group, 
one which the tradition regarded as increasingly small in the centuries 
after the Buddha’s own passage into nirvā .na. The transformation of the 
fisherman Ariya is thus all the more remarkable. He becomes a true ariya  
(in the technical sense of a stream-enterer), on the spot. Such was the 
power of the Buddha’s discourse. As the tradition developed, the rank of 
the āryan became more and more remote. According to the Mahāyāna 
treatises, for example, the bodhisattva only became an āryan on the third 
of the five paths, the darśanamārga, or path of vision. Scholiasts explain 
that this occurs 1059 aeons after taking the bodhisattva vow to achieve 
buddhahood for the welfare of others. In Buddhist scholastic literature, 
āryan is commonly paired with its opposite—not anāryan, “non-aryan,” 
but p.rtagjana, a term usually translated as “common beings” but which 
also means simply “other people.”

And now, to Europe. In 1844 the French Sanskritist Eugène Bur
nouf (1801–1852, whom we will encounter again in chapter 4) published 
Introduction à l ’histoire du Buddhisme indien. There he writes, “We now 
see, if I am not mistaken, how this celebrated axiom of Oriental history, 
that Buddhism erased all distinction of caste, must be understood.”30 
It is noteworthy that at the time that the academic study of Buddhism 
in Europe was in its very infancy, Buddhism’s rejection of caste was al-
ready well known, a “celebrated axiom,” one which, it should be noted, 
continues to be repeated. Yet the European travelers, colonial officials, 
missionaries, and scholars who propounded this axiom did so with-
out having examined any Indian Buddhist texts (with the exception of 
Brian Houghton Hodgson’s 1829 “A Disputation Respecting Caste by 
a Buddhist”).

The first biography of the Buddha to be composed by a European 
scholar (apart from various versions of his life that appear in the ac-
counts of missionaries and travelers) was “Leben des Budd’a nach Mon-
golischen Nachricht” by the German Mongolist Julius von Klaproth 
(1783–1835) and published in his Asia Polyglotta in 1823. There we read, 
“Buddha appeared as a reformer of the dominant religion of India. He 
rejected the Vedas, blood sacrifice, and the distinctions of caste. As for 
the rest, the philosophical principles and his doctrine are the same as 
those encountered in the other branches of the religion of the Hindus.”31 
In Edward Upham’s eccentric 1829 work, The History and Doctrine of  
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Budhism, Popularly Illustrated (the first book published in English with 
the word Buddhism, actually, Budhism, in its title), we read:

The great schism which divided the Eastern world, and made the disunion  
irreconcilable, seems in fact to have originated in the period wherein the 
munis, or teachers of the Budhist doctrine, either from a reforming prin-
ciple, or a love of power, or a combination of both, proceeded to have 
their own theories and sacred books, not explanatory of, but in direct op-
position to, the Vedas; teaching their followers that they alone were true 
believers of the saving faith, throwing down the barriers of caste, and ele
vating the dogmas of the faith above the sacerdotal class, and admitting 
every one who felt an inward desire to the ministry and preaching of their 
religion.32

In 1835 Charles Neumann wrote that the Buddha sought “the entire sub-
version of the edifice of castes, and consequently at reforming the social 
system of the Hindus.”33

The authors who described the Buddha as a “reformer” who rejected 
the caste system (and the brahman caste’s practice of animal sacrifice) 
did so without consulting a Buddhist text composed in India. This “cel-
ebrated axiom of Oriental history” seems to derive instead from Hindu 
sources or, more accurately, Hindu sources as interpreted for the Euro-
pean community of scholars by Sir William Jones (1746–1794).

In an essay written in 1788, “On the Chronology of the Hindus,” Jones 
examined the Hindu doctrine of the ten incarnations of the god Vi.s .nu.  
He was particularly struck by parallels between Hindu stories of a great 
flood and the account in the book of Genesis; like most scholars of his 
day, he held to the Mosaic chronology. Seeking to establish the date 
of the flood, Jones attempted to establish the chronology of the incar-
nations, turning first to the ninth and most recent (the tenth incarna-
tion, Kalki, is yet to appear), the Buddha. The Buddha was not only the 
most recent incarnation historically; his existence, and dates, had been 
reported to various missionaries to Asia in the previous century. Jones 
cites, among others, the work of the Belgian Jesuit Phillipe Couplet 
(1628–1692), who wrote in his 1686 Tabula Chronologica Monarchiae Si­
nica that the Buddha had been born 1,036 years before Christ.34 Jones 
thus sought to use Buddhist sources (as reported by Europeans) from 
beyond India to establish the date of the Buddha in India. This Buddha, 
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described in a variety of Hindu texts, especially the Purā .nas, was differ-
ent from the Buddha that Burnouf and others would later discover in 
other Sanskrit (and Pāli) works, Buddhist works.

Long after his death, the Buddha had been incorporated into the 
Hindu pantheon as an incarnation of Vi.s .nu. It is said that Lord Vi.s .nu 
appears in the world in each historical age to right a particular wrong, 
and the specific purpose of his incarnation as the Buddha has been vari-
ously described by Hindu authors. Jones explains that Vi.s .nu took the 
form of the Buddha in order to put an end to the sacrifice of cattle, and 
he quotes a passage from the famous work of the twelfth-century poet 
Jayadeva, the Gītāgovinda. This is Jones’s translation of the relevant pas-
sage: “Thou blamest (oh, wonderful!) the whole Veda, when thou seest, 
O kind-hearted, the slaughter of cattle prescribed for sacrifice, O Cesava 
[Keśava, an epithet of K.r.s .na], assuming the body of Buddha: be victori-
ous, O Heri, lord of the Universe!”35 This verse, at least in Jones’s render-
ing, does not offer unambiguous praise of the Buddha, implying that he 
saw fit to condemn the entire Veda in order to challenge a single element 
prescribed there: animal sacrifice.

Jones was perhaps moved to translate the passage in this way because 
of the ambivalence he observed in his brahman informants. He reports, 
“The Brahmans universally speak of the Bauddhas [Buddhists] with 
all the malignity of an intolerant spirit; yet the most orthodox among 
them consider Buddha himself as an incarnation of Vishnu.”36 Jones’s 
solution to this apparent contradiction was to propose that there had 
been two Buddhas. The first according to Jones was named Sacyasinha  
(Śākyasi .mha, the “Lion of the Śakya Clan,” in fact simply one of the epi-
thets of Śākyamuni Buddha); this was the Buddha extolled by Jayadeva 
as the ninth incarnation of Vi.s .nu who prohibited the sacrifice of cattle. 
At some point after that, “another Buddha, one perhaps of his followers 
in a later age, assuming his name and character, attempted to overset the 
whole system of the Brahmans, and was the cause of that persecution, 
from which the Bauddhas are known to have fled into very distant re-
gions.”37 Thus, the first Buddha, the one worshipped by the Hindus as an 
incarnation of their god, simply sought to prevent the slaughter of cattle. 
The second Buddha made a more thoroughgoing attack on Brahmanical 
authority. As a consequence, his followers were eventually driven from 
India.
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Vi.s .nu’s purpose in appearing on earth as the Buddha is variously por-
trayed in the Hindu Purā .nas, but a common narrative is one in which 
demons gain power through the recitation of the Veda and the practice 
of asceticism, thus challenging the supremacy of the gods. In order to 
conquer these demons, Vi.s .nu appears as a teacher who condemns the 
practice of Vedic sacrifice, ignores caste distinction, and denies the exist-
ence of a creator deity. The demons become followers of this new teacher, 
thereby losing their power and being consigned to hell. It was presum-
ably some version of this story that was heard by Jones and his fellow of-
ficers of the East India Company, leading to the commonplace that the 
Buddha opposed the caste system.

The story of the Buddha’s incarnation as Vi.s .nu is not accepted by any 
of the Buddhist schools or reported (at least approvingly) in any Bud-
dhist text, and thus would not have been known to the Buddhist monks 
encountered by Europeans across Asia. Yet two elements of this strange 
myth (which is hardly an instantiation of the ecumenical spirit, as it has 
so often been portrayed in neo-Hinduism) quickly attached themselves 
to the person of the Buddha: his condemnation of animal sacrifice and 
his rejection of the caste system. It is the latter that concerns us here, but 
it should be noted in passing that both would play an important role in 
the European portrayal of the Buddha as a man of the (European) En-
lightenment. This characterization of the Buddha’s attitude toward caste 
would persist even after Western scholars gained access to (and the abil-
ity to read) Indian Buddhist texts, which presented a rather more nu-
anced view.

The first detailed discussion of Buddhist attitudes toward caste ap-
peared in 1844 in Introduction à l ’histoire du Buddhisme indien by the 
French Sanskritist Eugène Burnouf.38 The founding of the academic  
(or in the terms of the day, “scientific”) study of Buddhism in the West 
is often marked by the publication in Paris of this, Burnouf ’s magnum 
opus. This 653-page work by the occupant of the chair of Sanskrit at the 
Collège de France was the first scholarly monograph devoted to Bud-
dhism.39 As discussed in more detail in chapter 4, in many ways it set 
the agenda for Buddhist studies for the next century and beyond, in part 
because Burnouf conclusively demonstrated the Indian origins of Bud-
dhism through an examination of eighty-eight Sanskrit manuscripts that 
he had received from Brian Hodgson, British Resident at the Court of 
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Nepal. Prior to that time, scholarship on Buddhism, which appeared for 
the most part in journals like Asiatick Researches and Journal des Savants, 
had been based on works in Chinese, Mongolian, and Burmese, lan-
guages of nations where (1) Buddhism still flourished and (2) the caste  
system did not exist. In India, on the other hand, (1) Buddhism was de-
funct and (2) the caste system persisted.

Burnouf ’s extended analysis of caste in Buddhism can only be sum-
marized here. He begins by noting that the Buddha did not reject the 
fourfold division of society.

As for the distinction of the castes, in the eyes of Śākyamuni, it was an 
accident of the existence of humanity here below, an accident that he ac-
knowledged, but that could not stop him. This is why the castes appear, in 
all the sūtras and all the legends I have read, as an established fact against 
which Śākya does not make a single political objection. . . . Śākya thus ac-
cepted the hierarchy of castes; he even explained it, as the brahmans did, 
by the theory of sorrows and rewards; and each time that he instructed a 
man of vile condition, he did not fail to attribute the baseness of his birth 
to the reprehensible acts this man had committed in a previous life.40

For Burnouf, the Buddha’s innovation was to declare that the condi-
tion of one’s birth, the result of karma, was not an impediment to salva-
tion to those reborn in the lower strata of society. “Śākya thus opened to 
all castes without distinction the path of salvation that before was closed 
by birth to the greatest number; and he rendered them equal among 
themselves and before him by conferring on them investiture with the 
rank of monk.”41 That is, “birth ceases to be a sign of merit as well as a ti-
tle of exclusion.”42 In Burnouf ’s view, therefore, the Buddha’s target was 
not the caste system as a whole but only the first caste, the brahmans, the 
caste of hereditary priests, who by the privilege of birth had sole access 
to salvific knowledge. The Buddha changed that. “The priesthood ceased 
to be hereditary, and the monopoly on religious matters left the hands 
of a privileged caste. The body charged with teaching the law ceased to 
be perpetuated by birth; it was replaced by an assembly of monks dedi-
cated to celibacy, who are recruited indiscriminately from all classes.”43 
The Buddha, therefore, did not seek to transform Indian society by an-
nihilating the classes into which it was divided.
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In order to give substance to his doctrine, Śākyamuni did not need to re-
sort to a principle of equality, in general little understood by the Asiatic 
peoples. The germ of an immense change was in the constitution of this 
assembly of monks, coming from all castes who, renouncing the world, 
had to live in monasteries under the direction of a spiritual leader and un-
der the dominion of a hierarchy based on age and knowledge. People re-
ceived a most moral instruction from their mouth, and there no longer 
existed a single human being condemned forever by his birth never to 
know the truths disseminated by the teaching of the most enlightened of 
all beings, the perfectly accomplished Buddha.44

Burnouf thus seems to perceive a clear distinction between the po-
litical and the religious. The politique for Burnouf (a term perhaps un-
derstood in modern English as “social”) encompasses the organization 
of society into four classes (and many subclasses), resting on two princi-
ples: endogamy and hereditary professions.45 Burnouf provides examples 
of each without comment, and notes that the Buddha did not seek to 
disrupt the social order. His aims were instead religious, bringing about 
a transformation that did not threaten Indian society but which would 
have been welcomed by the majority of its members.

The existence of the other castes, on the contrary, was not at all compro-
mised by Buddhism. Founded on a division of work, which birth perpetu-
ated, they could survive under the protection of the Buddhist priesthood, 
to which they all indiscriminately supplied monks and ascetics. As much 
as brahmans should feel aversion for the doctrine of Śākya, so much 
should persons of lower castes welcome it with eagerness and favor; for if 
this doctrine abased the first, it uplifted the second, and it assured to the 
poor and the slave in this life what Brahmanism did not even promise in 
the next, the advantage to see himself, from the religious point of view, as 
the equal of his master.46

Although Burnouf asserts that the principle of equality is “little un-
derstood by the Asiatic peoples,” he seems to have discerned that prin-
ciple in the teachings of the Buddha. His own rhetoric is very much that 
of an anti-Papist French Republican of the first decades of the nine-
teenth century, proclaiming the rights of all men to enlightenment, and 
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condemning the craven priests who tried to keep it from them. In his 
diary entry of March 20, 1845, Friedrich Max Müller described his first 
meeting with his future teacher: “Went to see Burnouf. Spiritual, ami-
able, thoroughly French. He received me in the most friendly way, talked 
a great deal, and all he said was valuable, not on ordinary topics but on 
special. I managed better in French than I expected. ‘I am a Brahman, a 
Buddhist, a Zoroastrian. I hate the Jesuits’—that is the sort of man. I am 
looking forward to his lectures.”47

In the history of Buddhist studies in the West, Burnouf ’s Introduc­
tion is also important for its many extracts (often quite extended) from 
Sanskrit Buddhist texts. There is little mention of caste in later Buddhist 
literature, apart from tantric injunctions to transgress caste boundaries 
and the often formulaic disputations of the brahmans’ claim to suprem-
acy in various treatises on logic.48 One text in which caste is the central 
theme is called the Śārdūlakar .nāvadāna. Burnouf recounts its framing 
story in which the Buddha’s cousin and personal attendant, Ānanda, en-
counters a young woman of the mātaṅga caste, the lowest of the low, sit-
ting by a well. Ānanda asks her for a drink of water and she replies that 
she is prevented by her low status from approaching a monk. He replies 
that he is not concerned about her status, he only asks for water. The 
young girl, whose name is Prak.rti (meaning “Nature”), immediately falls 
in love with Ānanda and tells her mother that she wants to be his wife. 
The girl’s mother is a sorceress, and understands that magic will be re-
quired to attract the monk to her daughter. As her mother casts a spell, 
Prak.rti awaits Ānanda in her finest clothes. He is indeed drawn to her, 
but at the last moment cries out to the Buddha for salvation. The Buddha 
hears his cry and uses his own magical powers to counteract the moth-
er’s sorcery and save the monk from temptation. Prak.rti is not deterred, 
however, and goes to see the Buddha himself to request permission to be 
with Ānanda. The Buddha asks her a series of questions: Does she want 
to go where Ānanda goes? Does she want to eat what he eats? Does she 
want to wear what he wears? Do her parents want her to be with him? 
Each of these questions is a double entendre, and the Buddha is in fact 
conducting the standard interview for admission to the order. And so  
Prak.rti becomes a nun, but not before the Buddha recites a magical for-
mula (dhāra.nī) that purifies the woman of all the evil karma that had 
caused her to be reborn in her mean condition.49 If all this sounds like 
the plot for an opera, it almost was. Wagner read the story in Burnouf ’s 
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book and reported to King Ludwig II that he was planning an opera 
called Die Sieger, “The Victor,” which he never completed.

Burnouf ’s retelling of the story of Ānanda and Prak.rti, and his astute 
analysis of the Buddha’s attitude toward caste, were read by others as 
well, including Le Comte de Gobineau (1816–1882), described by Léon 
Poliakov as “the great herald of biological racism.”50 His most famous 
work is his admittedly erudite Essai sur l ’inégalité des races humaines, first 
published in 1853 in four volumes. His research, he confessed, was “only a 
means to assuage a hatred of democracy and of the Revolution.”51 In his 
book, Gobineau sought to demonstrate that the Aryan race, and eventu-
ally the entire human species, was doomed because of miscegenation. In 
a chapter entitled “Buddhism, Its Defeat,” he condemns Buddhism for 
contributing to the demise of the Aryans; although a younger contem-
porary of Burnouf ’s, he sees nothing admirable in the Buddha’s egalitar-
ian attitude toward caste. The Buddha, he explains, drew followers from 
the warrior caste, and from the merchants; even some brahmans became 
his disciples. But “it was chiefly from the base people that he enrolled the 
majority of his proselytes. At the moment that he threw aside the pre-
scriptions of the Vedas, the separation of the castes no longer existed for 
him, and he declared that he recognized no other superiority than that 
of virtue.”52 This for Gobineau was a dark day in Indian history. Indeed, 
he even attributes the richness of the Buddhist pantheon to this “plunge 
into the black classes.”53

But, Gobineau explains, the Buddhists were eventually banished from 
India, and the brahmans, with their hierarchical caste system, won the 
day. Buddhism became a nonentity in India, but it went on to China, to 
Tibet, to Central Asia, that is, to nations without a caste system, where 
“it can be said that the huge multitudes whose consciences it controls be-
long to the most vile classes of China and the surrounding countries,”54 
where it purveys “a political and religious doctrine that pretends to be 
based solely on morality and reason.”55

In the decades after Gobineau and the rise of race theory, Buddhism 
would retain its reputation as a religion (or, according to some, a philos-
ophy) “based solely on morality and reason,” a religion compatible with 
science. Such a portrayal, however, would not preclude the injection of 
the rhetoric of race.

The discourse on race and caste in Buddhism during the nineteenth 
century was not confined to France. In the last half of that century, a 
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movement that has retrospectively been dubbed “Buddhist modernism” 
began. One of the several family resemblances of its various manifesta-
tions was the emergence of Asian elites who adopted the European rep-
resentation of Buddhism, at least the more romantic aspects of it, and 
then put it to use in defending the dharma against both colonialism and 
missionary Christianity. The most prolific and visible of the Buddhist 
modernists was named Dharmapāla.

Anagārika Dharmapāla (1864–1933), already encountered in the in-
troduction, was born Don David Hewaviratne in Sri Lanka, at that time 
the British colony of Ceylon. He was raised in the English-speaking 
upper class of Colombo and was educated in Catholic and Anglican 
mission schools, where he is said to have memorized large portions of 
the Bible, although his family was Buddhist. In 1880 he met Madame 
Helena Petrovna Blavatksy and Colonel Henry Steel Olcott, founders 
of the Theosophical Society, during their first visit to Ceylon. In 1884 he 
was initiated into the Theosophical Society by Colonel Olcott, and later 
accompanied Madame Blavatsky to the society headquarters in Adyar, 
India. She encouraged him to study Pāli, the language of the Theravāda 
Buddhist scriptures, after his return to Ceylon.

In 1881, soon after meeting Blavatsky and Olcott, he took the name 
Dharmapāla, “Protector of the Dharma.” Prior to that time in Sri Lanka, 
the leadership in Buddhism had been provided by monks and kings. 
Dharmapāla sought to establish a new role for Buddhist laypeople, pro-
claiming the revival of the order of the anagārika, or wanderer. In fact, he 
created a category of which he was the sole member: that of a layperson 
who studied texts and meditated, as monks did, but remained socially ac-
tive in the world, as laypeople did.

Dharmapāla’s name requires brief comment. The canonical language 
of the Buddhism of Sri Lanka, the land of Dharmapāla’s birth, is Pāli, a 
vulgate of Sanskrit that is regarded by the monks of the Theravāda tra-
dition of Sri Lanka and Southeast Asia as the original language of Bud-
dhism, and of the Buddha himself. In the late nineteenth century, this 
was the considered scholarly view in Europe as well (since abandoned). 
Yet the constituents of the name chosen by the young Don David are 
not Pāli. The first constituent of his new name anagārika is a Sanskrit 
term meaning “homeless,” and it appears more commonly in Hindu 
than Buddhist contexts, where the preferred form is anagāriya. The sec-
ond constituent, dharmapāla, “protector of the dharma,” is also a San-
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skrit term. The Pāli term would be dhammapāla. Unlike the rarely used 
Anagārika, Dhammapāla is a well-known name in the Theravāda tradi-
tion. The Sanskrit version, Dharmapāla, is also a common surname in 
Sinhala; Sanskrit names were sometimes used by Sinhalese Buddhists, 
in part because they carried a certain cultural cachet that Pāli lacked. 
Don David selected two Sanskrit terms for his title, leading one to con-
jecture that these terms came to him not from the Pāli tradition that he 
would exalt throughout his career (although apparently without learning 
to read it very well) but from Sanskrit. That he took this name during his 
early days of devotion to Blavatsky (who generously seasoned her tomes 
with Sanskrit terms) suggests the possibility that it may have been cho-
sen under her influence.

In 1886 Edwin Arnold (1832–1904), author of the best-selling biogra-
phy of the Buddha, The Light of Asia, visited Sri Lanka. He had recently 
been to Bodh Gayā, the site of the Buddha’s enlightenment, which for 
centuries had been under the control of Hindu priests. Shocked by the 
sad state of “the Buddhist Jerusalem,” he recounted his experience in an 
article in the Daily Telegraph; when he had asked a Hindu priest whether 
he might pick a few leaves from the Bodhi tree, the priest replied, “Pluck 
as many as ever you like, sahib, it is nought to us.”56 At a meeting with 
a group of Sri Lankan Buddhists (which included Dharmapāla), Ar-
nold called for the Buddhist sites of Bodh Gayā and Sarnath (where 
the Buddha had preached his first sermon) to be placed under Buddhist  
control.

In 1889 Dharmapāla accompanied Colonel Olcott on a lecture tour 
to Japan. He was finally able to visit Bodh Gayā in 1891, where he was 
shocked to see the state of decay of the most important Buddhist pil-
grimage site of India. That same year, he helped to found the Maha Bo-
dhi Society, which called on Buddhists from around the world to work 
for the restoration of the site of the Buddha’s enlightenment to Bud-
dhist control.

In 1893 Dharmapāla attended the World’s Parliament of Religions, 
held in conjunction with the Columbian Exposition in Chicago. Al-
though one of several Buddhist speakers, his excellent English and An-
glican education made him an eloquent spokesman for the dharma, 
demonstrating both its affinities with and superiority to Christianity in 
a speech entitled “The World’s Debt to Buddhism.” A letter to the editor 
of the St. Louis Observer on September 21, 1893, offered this description: 
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“With black curly locks thrown from the broad brow, his clean, clear eye 
fixed upon the audience, his long brown fingers emphasizing the utter-
ances of his vibrant voice, he looked the very image of propagandist, and 
one trembled to know that such a figure stood at the head of the move-
ment to consolidate all the disciples of Buddha and spread ‘the light of 
Asia’ throughout the civilized world.”57

Dharmapāla was a prolific essayist and pamphleteer, writing on a 
wide range of subjects; his collected speeches, essays, and letters fill al-
most nine hundred pages, and these include only his writings in En
glish; he also published extensively in Sinhala. He was a strong critic of 
the British administration of the colony of Ceylon, leading to his being 
labeled as a “notorious seditionist” (and a homosexual) by British colo-
nial officers and interned in Calcutta from 1915 to 1920.58 Undaunted, 
Dharmapāla would come to see his homeland of Sri Lanka as a site of a 
concentrated purity, refined from three sources: language, race, and reli-
gion, each of which he would describe with the word Aryan.

By the late nineteenth century, Aryan discourse had made its way to Sri 
Lanka. In his 1855 The Languages of the Seat of War in the East with a Sur­
vey of the Three Families of Language, Semitic, Arian, and Turanian, F. Max  
Müller had observed that Sanskrit “has ceased to live, and though it  
exists still like a mummy dressed in its ceremonial robes, its vital powers 
are gone. Sanskrit now lives only in its offspring; the numerous spoken 
dialects of India, Hindustani, Mahratti, Bengali, Guzerati, Singhalese, 
&c., all preserving, in the system of their grammar, the living traces of 
their common parent.”59 In a paper read before the Ceylon Branch of 
the Royal Asiatic Society on October 31, 1863, the Sinhalese Protestant 
scholar James de Alwis (1823–1878), citing this passage from Müller, as-
serted that Sinhala belonged to the northern and Aryan class of lan-
guages, rather than the southern and Dravidian.60 In the same essay, he 
drew the connection between language and race.

The colour as well as the features of the inhabitants of the Dekkan are 
certainly distinguishable from those of the Sinhalese even by a casual 
observer. An utter stranger to the various races cannot be three weeks in 
this Island before he perceives the striking difference between the man-
ners and habits of the Sinhalese on the one hand, and those of the differ-
ent other races on the other. European Teachers have frequently observed 
the facility with which the Sinhalese pronounce European tongues, pre-
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senting in this respect a quality distinguishable from every race of South- 
Indian people.61

The British legal historian Henry Sumner Maine (1822–1888), who 
in his famous 1861 treatise, Ancient Law, had compared Hindu and Ro-
man law codes, returned from six years in India as Vice Chancellor of 
the University of Calcutta to declare in his Rede Lecture of 1875, “the 
new theory of Language had unquestionably produced a new theory of 
Race.”62 Maine’s first major work after his return to England, Village-
Communities in the East and West (1871), was employed by British officials 
in Ceylon in drafting the Ceylon Village Communities Ordinance.63 The 
leap from language to race was made explicitly by Mahadeva Moreshwar 
Kunte (1835–1888) in his 1879 Lecture on Ceylon, in which he declares 
that there are “only two races in Ceylon—Aryans and Tamilians—the  
former being divided into descendants of Indian and Western Aryans.”64

Thus, by the last half of the nineteenth century, the inhabitants of 
the colony of Ceylon, long divided into the Sinhalese and the Tamils, 
had been identified as Aryans and Dravidians. The role of the Aryan 
race in the history of world civilization had also been described. Writing 
on leadership in his influential 1877 Ancient Society; or, Researches in the 
Lines of Human Progress from Savagery, through Barbarism to Civiliza­
tion, Lewis Henry Morgan (1818–1881) states that “from the Middle Pe-
riod of barbarism, however, the Aryan and Semitic families seem fairly 
to represent the central threads of this progress, which in the period of 
civilization has been gradually assumed by the Aryan family alone.”65

Victorian race science was easily accommodated to Sinhalese myth. 
The Sinhalese traced their origin to the myth of Vijaya, an Aryan king of 
northern India who sailed from the city of Sinhapura in Bengal to settle 
on the island of Laṅka. As Dharmapāla wrote in 1902,

Two thousand four hundred and forty-six years ago a colony of Ar
yans from the city of Sinhapura, in Bengal, leaving their Indian home, 
sailed in a vessel in search of fresh pastures, and they discovered the island 
which they named Tambapanni, on account of its copper coloured soil. 
The leader of the band was an Aryan prince by the name of Wijaya, and 
he fought with the aboriginal tribes and got possession of the land. The 
descendants of the Aryan colonists were called Sinhala, after their city, 
Sinhapura, which was founded by Sinhabahu, the lion-armed king. The 
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lion-armed descendents are the present Sinhalese, whose ancestors had 
never been conquered, and in whose veins no savage blood is found. Eth-
nologically, the Sinhalese are a unique race, inasmuch as they can boast 
that they have no slave blood in them, and never were conquered by either 
pagan Tamils or European vandals who for three centuries devastated the 
land, destroyed ancient temples, burnt valuable libraries, and nearly anni-
hilated the historic race.66

Vijaya was said to have landed on the island on the day that the Bud-
dha passed into nirvā .na. Before doing so, however, the Buddha asked 
Śakra, the king of gods, to protect Vijaya’s sojourn in Sri Lanka, where 
the dharma would flourish for five thousand years.67

In fulfillment of this prophecy, the third source of Sinhalese purity 
arrived on the island 236 years after the Buddha’s passage into nirvā .na, 
when the pious monk Mahinda, son of the emperor Aśoka, came from 
India and established the sa .ngha on the island, the island that the Bud-
dha was said to have visited on three occasions, the island that would 
come to be known as dhammadīpa, the Island of the Dharma.

For Dharmapāla, then, Sri Lanka was triply Aryan, ennobled by 
its language, its race, and its religion. It was as if the Indian Subconti-
nent were a funnel, with the Aryan language, the Aryan blood, and the 
Buddhist dharma of the north trickling south to be concentrated and 
preserved in their purest form in the island at the funnel’s tip. The subse-
quent inhabitants of the island, the Tamil Hindus and the Muslims (or 
“Moors,” as he called them), were not true Sinhalese because they were 
not Aryan in language, in race, in religion.68 He wrote in 1915, “What the 
German is to the Britisher that the Muhammedan is to the Sinhalese. 
He is an alien to the Sinhalese by religion, race and language. He traces 
his origin to Arabia, whilst the Sinhalese traces his origin to India and 
to Aryan sources.”69 Elsewhere, he informs the “young men of Ceylon” 
that “by religion, by race, by traditions, by our literature we are allied to 
the Aryan races of the Gangetic Valley.”70

Dharmapāla’s discourse appears to be the familiar product of the 
nineteenth century’s transition from philology to race science, when 
the branches of the family trees of languages turned into bloodlines. 
What is striking here is the source: the language of race and racial pu-
rity is spoken by an Asian Buddhist, and in the name of the Buddha. 
And that language is spoken with an increasing level of vituperation, not 



buddhism and the science of race  97

merely against the traditional (and in many senses deserving) target of 
the Christian missionary, but against Christianity itself, its founder, and 
ultimately all that was not Aryan, a term that for him came to be syn-
onymous with Buddhism.

Dharmapāla championed the general superiority of Indian civiliza-
tion over that of Europe. Indian civilization is older, and more refined, 
than that of Europe, which, without a civilization of its own, was suscep-
tible to the primitive beliefs of desert tribesmen.

Remember India is a continent, not like Palestine or Arabia, peopled by 
wild, roving Semitic Bedouins, children of the desert, and that it is a vast 
country peopled by highly spiritualized races, with a civilization going 
back to thousands and thousands of years, and the cradle land of religions 
and philosophies. In a country where religious inquiry is man’s birth-
right, dogmatism has no place. India never knew in its long record of his-
tory to persecute people for their religious opinions. The persecuting spirit 
of religious tyranny began with the Semitic Jehovahism, and later ruth-
lessly followed by the founder of Islam. The Semitic spirit was implanted 
in the Latin and Teuton heart after the introduction of the Semitic doc-
trine of Palestine into Europe. Never having had a religion with a history 
and theology among the European races, it was a [sic] quite easy for the 
promulgators of the Semitic faith to impress on the European mind the 
terribleness of the Jealous Jah of Mt. Horeb. Europe succumbed, and its 
future was made a blank by means of terrifying dogmatism ending with 
hell fire and brimstone to eternity.71

If Buddhism has an analog in the West for Dharmapāla, it is the  
ancient, pre-Christian civilizations of Greece and Rome, before the for-
eign slaves of the imperial Rome converted to Christianity: “The slaves 
accepted the teachings of Jesus since they suited the slave tempera-
ment.”72 Prior to this, however, “The ancient Greeks thought like the an-
cient Aryans of India, the gods they worshipped were not of the semitic 
type. . . . The draped figures of the Greek poets and philosophers were ex-
act representations of the statues of the ancient Aryan Bhikkhus.”73 “Ro-
man and Grecian civilization originally was Oriental. The religions they 
professed were not Semitic.”74

In his criticism of colonialism, Dharmapāla traced the violence and 
rapaciousness of the European powers back to their religion. He wrote 
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in 1926, “With the exception of Buddhism all religions have been de-
structive. In India Brahmanism partially destroyed Buddhism, and the 
remnant of Buddhists that existed was destroyed by the Muslims seven 
centuries ago. . . . Today England, the United States, Italy, Belgium, 
France, Germany and other Christian countries are sending shiploads 
of missionaries to China, Ceylon, India, Japan, Burma to convert both 
Buddhists and Hindus, backed by the capitalists and gunboats.”75 In dis-
cussing the case of his own country of Sri Lanka in 1923, he found the 
religion preached by these missionaries, and indeed all “Western” reli-
gions, to be illegitimate.

The Ceylon Buddhists that have succeeded in maintaining Buddhism for 
a period of 2200 years in the Island are now confronted with the sensual-
istic creeds of Mecca and Palestine. Judaism is a down-right plagiarism. 
It has robbed from Babylonian religions, Assyrian religions, Egyptian re-
ligions, Zoroastrianism, the doctrines that were current in the Euphra-
tes valley and in Persia. Its bastard offshoot has borrowed a large stock of 
ethics from Buddhism. The ceremonialism of the Byzantine Christian 
Church was copied from the Buddhism of Turkestan and Turfan.76

Dharmapāla’s essays, then, are marked by images of the authentic and 
the inauthentic, the legitimate and illegitimate, the pure and the pol-
luted, with the authentic, the legitimate, and the pure described as Ar-
yan. He refers to the Buddha as the great “Aryan Saviour” who taught 
“the noble Aryan people of India.”77 In doing so, he is clearly aware of the 
ways in which Aryan has taken on a racial connotation in Europe, one 
that, in an apparently more benign form, linked Britain and India. Max 
Müller had famously written in 1855 that no authority could “convince 
the English soldier that the same blood was running in his veins, as in 
the veins of the dark Bengalese. And yet there is not an English jury now 
a-days, which, after examining the hoary documents of language, would 
reject the claim of a common descent and a legitimate relationship be-
tween Hindu, Greek, and Teuton.”78 Dharmapāla was not interested in 
such brotherhood, however, and stated as much in 1924:

The British people today take pride in calling themselves Aryans. There 
is a spiritualized Aryanism and an anthropological Aryanism. The Brah-
mans by enunciating a system of Griha Sutras called those people only 



buddhism and the science of race  99

Aryans who lived in the territory known as Bharatvarsha. Those who did 
not conform to the sacred laws were treated as Mlechhas.

Buddhism is a spiritualized Aryanism. The ethics of the Bible are op-
posed to the sublime principles of the Aryan Doctrine promulgated by 
the Aryan Teacher. We condemn Christianity as a system utterly unsuited 
to the gentle spirit of the Aryan race.79

Dharmapāla here alludes to the two apparent meanings of Aryan. The 
British are not Aryan from the Hindu perspective because, regardless 
of their colonial occupation of India, they are not native to the soil of 
the Bharatavar.sa, the ancient Sanskrit name for India. Furthermore, the 
British do not follow the ancient law codes of India. They are thus mlec­
cha, barbarians. They are also not Aryan in the Buddhist sense because 
their religion is contrary to the ethical and thus ennobling teachings of 
the Buddha.

Dharmapāla appears to confuse his metaphors of the material and 
spiritual when he refers to “the gentle spirit of the Aryan race.” Or per-
haps not. The most eloquent apostle of Buddhism of his age (or at least 
the most eloquent English-speaking apostle), Dharmapāla was con-
cerned to demonstrate that Buddhism is a world religion, equal, indeed 
superior, to all others. The Aryan, literally “superior,” nature of Bud-
dhism could not then be simply a matter of language or bloodline. It 
had instead to be a spirit in which all Buddhists of Asia partook. “The 
Bhikkhus wearing the yellow robe of purity and love went to distant 
lands to spread the ethics of Aryan culture. They Aryanized the unaryan 
races.”80 Buddhism may indeed be found in its purest form among Aryan 
peoples of Sri Lanka and in the Aryan language of Pāli. But Buddhism, 
for Dharmapāla, also had to be universal, and hence “a spiritualized Arya
nism.” It had long been a tenet of the Theravāda traditions of Sri Lanka 
and Southeast Asia that so much time had passed since the passing of 
the Buddha that it was no longer possible to become an arhat, the ulti-
mate āryan, who would enter nirvā .na at death. The āryan, then, from the 
perspective of Buddhist doctrine, was the rarest of saints. Dharmapāla 
sought to restore the status of the āryan and expand it to encompass all 
Buddhists, a Buddhist nation unbounded by national borders, superior 
to those of the other great religions.

He thus did not hesitate to contrast Buddhism with the two other 
“universal religions” in the bald language of race: Christianity and Islam 
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“belong to the Semitic family, while Buddhism belongs to the Aryan 
family.”81 And from these origins, the two traditions diverged. “The two 
Semitic religions that had their origin in Arabia and Palestine are re-
sponsible for the retardation of progress of the larger Humanity of Asia. 
Islam is responsible for the destruction of the Aryan civilization of In-
dia. All that was beautiful in aesthetic architecture, built by the devotees 
of Aryan spirituality, went down with a crash, under the sledgehammer 
attack of semitic monotheism.”82 Or as he put it more succinctly in 1932, 
“Within the last thousand years, what cruelties have the followers of 
these two religions not committed in the name of a Semitic deity.”83 Eu-
rope, he explains, “received its religion from the Asiatic Jews.”84

Mutually flattering comparisons of Christianity and Buddhism have 
been a standard element of Buddhist modernism since the nineteenth 
century, especially those that compare Jesus and the Buddha. Edwin Ar-
nold followed his biographical poem about the Buddha, The Light of 
Asia, in 1879, with a poem about Jesus, The Light of the World, in 1891. 
Works comparing Jesus and the Buddha continued to be published over 
the next century and to the present day. Although Dharmapāla at times 
writes approvingly of Jesus and his teachings, elsewhere he is scathingly 
dismissive, calling Jesus “half Jew and half Hittite,” who taught “a hotch 
potch mixture of Judaism, Brahmanism, and Buddhism.”85 Jesus was 
“camouflaged as the prince of peace, whilst his actions show him to be 
a personality with an irritable temper. His very disciples forsook him at 
the critical moment when he prayed for help. He died praying to his god 
confessing his ignominious failure.”86 “He was an exorcist. He taught 
no philosophy. He followed the profession of an African rain-doctor”87 
and “showed that he was devoid of compassion by his cruel behaviour 
in sending 2000 hogs to drown in the sea. . . . He was rude towards his 
mother, not once, but thrice. Perhaps he was angry with his mother be-
cause she could not tell him whose son he was.”88 Jesus shows “his Jewish 
nature” by recognizing usury in the parable of the talents. He condemns 
to hell those who “failed to believe he is the son of the Arabian god,  
Jehovah.”89

Jesus and the Buddha were thus utterly different. The Buddha, whom 
Dharmapāla refers to as “the great Aryan Saviour,” was “the great Con-
queror who spent forty five years of His perfect manhood in the moral 
regeneration of the greater part of advanced Humanity.”90 Jesus, how-
ever, only “had eleven disciples, men of low intelligence, and his congre-
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gation was the riff-raff of Galilee—the backwash of the barren parts of 
Asia. The life of Jesus was an absolute failure. He was a victim of mega-
lomania and at times suffered from paranoia,” rendering his teachings so 
different from “the virile, vigorous manly ethics of the Tathagato.”91

In the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, there was a high 
level of anxiety in Europe about the Semitic origins of Christianity, and 
Buddhism was called to the rescue by some. Yet in those cases, Jesus is 
usually somehow spared the critique, often with one account or another 
of where he spent those lost years. Rarely does one find Jesus character-
ized as a glutton and a drunkard, as we find in Dharmapāla.

Dharmapāla was of course one of the early proponents of Buddhism 
as scientific, and his claims in this domain were also cast in the rheto-
ric of race. He sometimes referred to Buddhism as “Aryan psychology,” 
and repeatedly contrasted the Buddha’s rational spirit of inquiry and his 
rejection of priestcraft long before Christian priests persecuted Bruno 
and Galileo. In contrast to the benighted views of Christian theology 
with “its unscientific doctrines of creator, hell, soul, and atonement,”92 
the Buddha, “a scientist full of compassion for all,”93 had set forth the 
principles of a universal religion twenty-five hundred years ago, and “the 
panacea needed to cure the muddleheaded is still to be found in the lab-
oratory of the great Aryan Teacher.”94 Indeed, “the discoveries of mod-
ern science are a help to understand the sublime Dhamma.”95

It is clear from the foregoing that Dharmapāla’s conception of sci-
ence also included the ignoble science of race, which he used repeatedly 
to bludgeon the powers that opposed him. Like the larger Buddhism 
and Science discourse, Dharmapāla’s embrace of the science of race was 
a product of colonialism. Indeed, it could be argued that the Sanskrit 
term āryan, a term that he invoked so often, was not, at least in the sense 
that he used it, a Buddhist term at all. It was instead a colonial commod-
ity, produced in India millennia ago, refined in Europe in the nineteenth 
century yet left in Sanskrit untranslated, then exported back to India. 
There it was first used to name the natives, as the German Romantics 
and early Indologists like Burnouf extolled the spiritual heritage of In-
dia as the inheritance of Europe. As South Asia came increasingly under 
British rule in the nineteenth century, āryan became a precious artifact 
of a classical past, long lost in a process of invasion, miscegenation, and 
decline, better preserved in Europe than in India. Dharmapāla was one 
of the consumers of this commodity in the British colony of Ceylon, just 
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off the coast of India, where he made it his own, turning it into a weapon 
against the European oppressors and their religion. In order to do so, 
however, he resorted to a rhetoric that strikes our ears as distinctly non-
Buddhist, even un-Buddhist. The final question, perhaps, is whether he 
was giving voice, however ignobly, to something that had been there all 
along, something that, like the low-caste woman named Nature, must be 
purified by the Buddha’s magic spell in order to be admitted to his noble 
culture as it is represented today.

•  •  •

Perhaps the most renowned of all Buddhist philosophers is Nāgārjuna. 
Also known as Ārya Nāgārjuna, his most famous work is the 
Madhyamakaśāstra (Treatise on the Middle Way), which begins with 
the famous line, “I bow down to the perfect Buddha, the best of teachers, 
who taught that what is dependently arisen is without cessation, without 
production, without annihilation, without permanence, without coming, 
without going, without difference, without sameness, pacified of elabo-
ration, at peace.” Of the many commentaries on this text, one of the most 
important is that of the sixth-century author Bhāvaviveka. This is his ex-
egesis of the passage:

The compassionate and excellent Bhagavan, endowed with the intelli-
gence that creates joy, took upon himself “the immeasurable burden,” the 
gathering of merit and wisdom for measureless myriads of aeons. In do-
ing so, he created benefit for others and was endowed with the inten-
tion that was not disheartened even by the suffering of losing his own 
life. Seeing the world wandering aimlessly in the thick net of elabora-
tions like production, cessation, annihilation, permanence, coming, going, 
difference, and sameness, he churned the ocean of objects of knowledge 
with his wisdom and, without depending on another and without con-
ceptions, obtained the ambrosia of the reality of all phenomena, well free 
of the nets of elaboration. By way of the supreme vehicle, he set forth to 
transmigrators precious and excellent dependent origination, using ex-
pressions like “production” and “non-production,” relying on conventional 
and ultimate truths, unshared by the tīrthikas, śrāvakas, and pratyekabud­
dhas, without overstepping [appropriate] birth, age, lineage, place, and  
time.96
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Bhāvaviveka’s commentary on Nāgārjuna’s sentence does not war-
rant particular comment; it provides a standard Mahāyāna reading of 
the Buddha’s compassionate teaching, alluding in the last phrase to his 
storied “skillful methods” (upāyakauśalya) in which he teaches in a way 
that is appropriate to the interests and capacities of his audience.

But the particular list of “birth, age, lineage, place, and time” is some-
what unusual. Commentary sometimes, therefore, requires commentary. 
For this we turn to one of the most detailed, and lengthy (at almost two 
thousand folio sides), commentaries in Indian Buddhist literature, the 
subcommentary on Bhāvaviveka’s commentary by Avalokitavrata, who 
presumably lived in the seventh century. Here is how he explains the 
terms:

Regarding this precious and excellent dependent origination, [it is taught] 
without overstepping birth, age, lineage, place, and time. It does not di-
minish or overburden those. Regarding “without overstepping birth,” it 
is to be taught to those who have been born as gods or humans. It is 
not to be taught to those who have been born as hell beings, animals, or 
ghosts. In that way, it does not transgress birth. Regarding “without over-
stepping age,” it is be to taught to one in the prime of life. It is not to be 
taught to one who is very young or one who is very old. In that way, it does 
not transgress age. Regarding “without overstepping lineage,” it is to be 
taught to brahmans or k.satriyas; it is not to be taught to vaiśyas or śūdras. 
As a text of the outsiders says: “One should not impart knowledge to a 
śūdra, nor should one give him leftover food, nor the remains of a sacri-
ficial offering. One should not teach him the dharma, nor teach him re-
ligious practices.” It is without such transgressions. Regarding “without 
overstepping place,” it is to be taught to one born in a central country and 
in a town or a monastery; it is not to be taught to one born in a borderland 
or in a charnel ground or at a crossroads. In that way, it does not trans-
gress place. Regarding “without overstepping time,” it is to be taught in 
the morning or the night; it is not to be taught at twilight. In that way, it 
does not transgress time.97

This passage is translated from the Tibetan; it is lost in the origi-
nal Sanskrit. The term translated as “lineage” (rigs) is probably var.na 
in the Sanskrit. The passage from “a text of the outsiders” (that is, non- 
Buddhists) is the eightieth verse of the fourth chapter of the Laws of 
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Manu, the same passage cited at the beginning of this chapter. This raises 
the obvious question of how consistent the Buddhist critique of caste 
was in India, when we find an Indian Buddhist scholastic, a proponent 
of the Mahāyāna (rendered by some as “Universal Vehicle”), citing, with 
approval, the statement from the Laws of Manu that the dharma, some-
times rendered as “truth,” should not be taught to a śūdra.
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3

two t ibetans

The discourse of Buddhism and Science seems to have been largely, if 
not entirely, absent in Tibet in the last decades of the nineteenth century 
when the relation of Buddhism and Science captured the attention of 
Buddhist elites elsewhere in the Buddhist world. There are the accounts 
of Tibetans who journeyed to Nepal or India and reported on the won-
ders of the modern world they saw there.1 There is the report of the Ben-
gali scholar Sarat Chandra Das who entered Tibet as a British agent and 
was befriended by the Seng chen Tulku (Blo bzang dpal ldan chos ’phel), 
the abbot of Dongtse (’Brong rtse) Monastery and chief minister (skyabs  
dbyings) of the Sixth Panchen Lama. Das reports that this prominent 
monk showed great interest in the camera and the magic lantern, and 
may have written about them in Tibetan. As a consequence of his con-
tact with Das, the Seng chen Tulku was arrested, imprisoned, publicly 
flogged, and then brutally drowned in 1887. Upon his death, his line of 
incarnation was terminated by the government of the Thirteenth Dalai 
Lama, who was then in his minority. But apart from these, there are few 
references to science in Tibetan literature of the nineteenth century.

Two Tibetans, indeed perhaps the two most famous Tibetans of the 
twentieth century, wrote about Buddhism and Science some decades 
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after the discourse had begun elsewhere in Asia: in Sri Lanka, China, 
and Japan. It is noteworthy that neither of these Tibetans wrote about 
Buddhism and Science when they lived in their native land; both did 
so while in India. The first, Gendun Chopel, wrote at some length on 
the topic in the late 1930s, some fifty years after the execution of Seng 
chen Tulku, although his words would not be published for another fifty 
years. The second, the Fourteenth Dalai Lama, became interested in sci-
ence during his trips to India and China before the fall of  Tibet in 1959; 
his interest has grown in exile. An examination of their insights into the 
question of Buddhism and Science provides a powerful lens through 
which a host of important questions come into focus.

Gendun Chopel (Dge ’dun chos ’phel) was born in Amdo, the north-
eastern region of Tibet, in 1903. His father was a Nying ma lama, and 
after his birth Gendun Chopel was himself identified as the incarna-
tion (sprul sku) of a prominent Nying ma lama. His intellectual gifts led 
him at age fourteen to enter the local Geluk monastery with five hun-
dred monks, called Diza (Rdi tsha), and he would henceforth be known 
to many as rdi tsha skam po, “Diza Slim.” In 1920 he moved to the great 
regional monastery of Labrang (Bla brang bkra shis ’khyil), where he 
quickly gained notoriety as a skilled debater. He was eventually forced 
to leave the monastery under somewhat mysterious, but apparently un-
favorable, circumstances. In 1927 he set off on the four-month trek to 
the capital of Tibet, Lhasa, where he enrolled at Drepung (’Bras spung) 
Monastery, renowned for having 7,700 monks, but with a monastic pop-
ulation of between 10,000 and 12,000 at that time. He seems to have 
completed the scholastic curriculum but did not stand for the geshe ex-
amination, which would have conferred the highest academic rank of the 
Geluk academy. In 1934 he accompanied the Indian pundit Rahul San
krityayan (1893–1963) in his search for Sanskrit manuscripts in the mon-
asteries of southern Tibet. He ended up accompanying Pundit Rahul to  
Nepal and then on to India, where he would spend the next twelve years.

Gendun Chopel was extremely active during this period. He traveled 
extensively, often alone, throughout South Asia, from Kalimpong in the 
north to Sri Lanka in the south. He studied Sanskrit, Pāli, and English, 
gaining various degrees of facility in each. He translated the famous San
skrit drama Śakuntalā and several chapters of the Bhagavad Gītā into 
Tibetan and is said to have translated Dharmakīrti’s great work on Bud-
dhist logic, the Pramā.navarttika, from Sanskrit into English, in collabo-
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ration with an unidentified Christian nun; this translation is not extant. 
He assisted the Russian Tibetologist George Roerich in the translation 
of the important and largely unreadable fifteenth-century history of  Ti-
betan Buddhism, the Blue Annals (Deb ther sngon po). He was given ac-
cess to several Dunhuang manuscripts on the Tibetan dynastic period 
by the French Tibetologist Jacques Bacot, and he read translations of 
Tang historical records. He eventually used these Tibetan and Chinese 
works as the basis for his unfinished political history of Tibet, the White 
Annals (Deb ther dkar po). He visited and studied most of the important 
Buddhist archaeological sites in India, writing a pilgrimage guide that 
is still used. And he studied Sanskrit erotica and frequented Calcutta 
brothels, producing his famous sex manual, the Treatise on Passion (’Dod 
pa’i bstan bcos).

Gendun Chopel spent the last two years of his travel abroad, from 
1944 to 1946, in northern India and Sikkim, where he became involved 
in discussions with a small group of  Tibetans who would become the  
ill-fated Tibet Improvement Party. He returned to Tibet in early 1946. In 
Lhasa in late summer, the government placed him under arrest, inform-
ing him only that charges had been brought against him for distribut-
ing counterfeit currency. He maintained his innocence throughout his 
interrogation but was incarcerated, eventually in the prison at Zhol, at 
the foot of the Potala.

He was released in 1949, just a year before the Chinese invasion. By 
most accounts, he emerged from prison a broken man and became in-
creasingly addicted to alcohol. His writings had been confiscated and 
he showed no interest in reviving his many projects, although he may 
or may not have dictated what would be his most controversial work, 
the Adornment for Nāgārjuna’s Thought (Klu sgrub dgongs rgyan), to a dis-
ciple.2 He died of undetermined causes in October 1951, at the age of 
forty-eight.

During his years in South Asia, Gendun Chopel contributed po-
ems and essays to Melong (the Tibet Mirror), the only Tibetan-language 
newspaper, published in Kalimpong in northern India by the Tibetan 
Christian Babu Tharchin (1890–1976). In the June 28, 1938, issue, he pub-
lished the essay entitled “The World Is Round or Spherical” under the 
byline “Honest Dharma.” That essay was discussed in chapter 1.

Gendun Chopel’s most sustained discussion of science occurs in his 
longest work, The Golden Chronicle, the Story of a Cosmopolitan’s Pilgrimage  



108  chapter three

(Rgyal khams rig pas bskor ba’i gtam rgyud gser gyi thang ma), which he re-
garded as his most important contribution to Tibetan knowledge. Com-
posed and illustrated between 1934 and 1941, this work is often described 
as Gendun Chopel’s “travel journals.” In fact, it is much more than that, 
representing his encounter and conversation with traditional Indian cul-
ture as well as with modernity, as they appeared to him in colonial South 
Asia. His discussion of science is found in the concluding chapter of this 
long book (606 pages in the original Tibetan), completed in Sri Lanka 
in 1940 and 1941. Simply entitled “Conclusion” (mjug rtsom), it consists 
of a series of reflections on the state of affairs in the India of his day. It 
begins with a powerful critique of European colonialism and ends with 
Gendun Chopel’s rather wishful claims that Buddhism can still be found 
in India, if one only knows where to find it. The discussion of science is 
not marked as a special section of the chapter, falling as it does between 
a description of Madame Blavatsky and a description of Mahatma Gan-
dhi. At the end of the passage on Blavatsky, he writes:

It fascinates all the westerners because she explains her religion by stitch-
ing it together with the views of modern science. In particular, in the past, 
there were foreigners who did not believe in the supernatural. Not only 
did she demonstrate magic to them but she applied scientific principles to 
such things as transforming matter through magical powers. That mode 
of explanation seemed to impress everyone. However, if it were explained 
to us [Tibetans] who are not familiar with the assertions of science, it 
would only confuse us.3

His allusion to science seems to prompt him to take up the topic in 
more detail. It is a lengthy passage, certainly the most detailed engage-
ment with the question of the relation of Buddhism and Science by 
a Tibetan (and in Tibetan) before the Dalai Lama’s statements in the 
1990s. Because of this significance, I will provide a translation of the en-
tire passage before offering a detailed examination of Gendun Chopel’s  
arguments.

Now I offer a sincere discussion for those honest and far-sighted friends 
who are members of my religion. The system of the new reasoning “sci-
ence” is spreading and increasing in all directions. In the great countries, 
after scattered disagreements among many people, both intelligent and 
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stupid, saying, “It is not true,” they all have become exhausted and must 
fall silent. In the end, even the Indian brahmans, who care more about 
a literal interpretation of [their] scriptures than their lives, have had to 
powerlessly accept it.

These assertions of the new reasoning are not established through one 
person arguing with another. For example, a spyglass constructed by new 
machines sees something thousands of miles away as if it were in the 
palm of one’s hand, and similarly, a glass that sees what is close by makes 
even the smallest atoms appear the size of a mountain; one can analyze 
the myriad parts, actually seeing everything. Therefore, apart from clos-
ing their eyes, they [the opponents of science] had nothing else to try. At 
first, even those who adhered to the Christian religion in the foreign lands 
joined forces with the king, casting out the proponents of the new reason-
ing, using whatever methods to stop them, imprisoning them and burn-
ing them alive. In the end, just as one cannot hide the sunshine with one’s 
hands, so also the parts of their religion that were unacceptable within the 
new system were defeated and they admitted that they were utterly false. 
As the glorious Dharmakīrti said [at Pramā.navartikka 1.221], “Those who 
are mistaken about the truth cannot be changed, no matter how one tries, 
because their minds are prejudiced.” The rejection of reason is the most 
despicable act.

Even so, when we [Tibetans] hear the mere mention of the new sys-
tem, we look wide-eyed and say, “Oh! He is a heretic!” There is the danger 
that when we come eventually to believe impulsively in the new reason-
ing, we will lose all faith in the Buddha, like some Mongolian of the 
Urga region [i.e., Communists], and become non-Buddhists. Therefore, 
whether one either stubbornly says “No!” to the new reasoning or believes 
in it and utterly rejects the teaching of Buddhism, both are prejudices; be-
cause it is simply recalcitrance, this will not take you far.

No matter what aspect is set forth in this religion taught by our teacher 
[the Buddha], whether it be the nature of reality, how to progress on the 
path, or the good qualities of the fruition, there is absolutely no need to 
feel ashamed in the face of the system of science. Furthermore, any essen-
tial point [in Buddhism] can serve as a foundation for science. Among the 
foreigners, many scholars of science have acquired a faith in the Buddha, 
becoming Buddhists, and have even become monks.

One person has told me: “First, I followed the system of the ancient re-
ligion of Jesus. Later, I learned science well and a new understanding was 
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born. Then I thought that all the religions in this world are just assertions 
rooted in a lie, requiring that one rely only on the letter. One day, having 
seen a stanza of the dharma translated into a foreign language, I thought, 
‘Oh! The only one who follows the path of reason is the Buddha. Not only 
did he climb the ladder of science, but having left that [ladder] behind, he 
traveled even further beyond,’ and conviction was born.”

Recently a famous renunciant named Trailokajñāna living in Sri Lanka 
said that in the future the religion of the Buddha will be called the re-
ligion of science, that is, a religion of reason, and other religions will be 
called religions of faith. Another Buddhist pa .n.dita says, “Having mas-
tered scientific reasoning, I came to believe in the Buddha. The religion of 
my teacher works hand in hand with scientific reasoning; when one side 
tires, the other is able to leap over [to assist]. If other religions join hands 
with science, they collapse, either immediately or after a few steps.”

For example, the followers of the new reasoning say, “In the second 
moment immediately after any object comes into existence, it ceases or 
dissolves. These collections of disparate things disperse like lightning.” 
Consequently, the first moment of a pot does not persist to the second 
moment, and even the perception of a shape does not exist objectively 
apart from the power of mind or of human language. Moreover, when 
examined as above, even colors are merely the ways a wave of the most 
subtle particles moves. For example, regarding waves of light, there is no 
difference of color whatsoever to be seen in the particles that are the basis 
for that color; it is simply that eight hundred wavelengths in the blink of 
an eye appear as red and four hundred appear as yellow. Furthermore, they 
have invented another apparatus for seeing things that move too quickly 
to be seen, like drops of falling water. Something that lasts for one blink of 
an eye can be easily viewed over the duration of six blinks of an eye. More 
than ten years have passed since they made a viewing apparatus that is not 
obstructed [in seeing] things behind a wall or inside of a body. All of this 
is certain. They have also made a machine by which what is said in India 
can be heard in China in the following moment. Because they are able to 
show in China a film of something that exists in India, all people can be 
convinced. The final proof that all things run on waves of electricity is see-
ing it with one’s own eyes.

Many great scholars of science made limitless praises of the Buddha, 
saying that two thousand years ago, when there were no such machines, 
the Buddha explained that all compounded things are destroyed in each 



two tibetans  111

moment and he taught that things do not remain even for a brief instant, 
and subsequently we have actually seen this using machines. The state-
ment by Dharmakīrti that “continuity and collection do not exist ulti-
mately” can be understood in various ways, but in the end one can put 
one’s finger on the main point. Similarly, because white exists, black can 
appear to the eye; there is no single truly white thing that can exist sep-
arately in the world. Having newly understood this, some people have 
been saying it for about fifty years. However, our Nāgārjuna and others 
understood precisely that in ancient times. They said also that all these ex-
ternal appearances do not appear outside of the projections of the mind. 
Whatever we see, it is seeing merely those aspects that the senses can han-
dle, a reflection. The thing cannot be seen nakedly. Because these things 
were not in the least familiar to other [religions] like Christianity, scien-
tific reasoning is considered to be something that did not exist previously. 
However, for us, these are familiar from long ago. Furthermore, they are 
amazed by the explanations in the anuttarayoga tantras of actually seeing 
the formations of the channels and drops of the body.

Yet, to be excessively proud, that is, to continually assert that even the 
smallest parts of all the explanations in our scriptures are unmistaken, 
seems beautiful only temporarily; it is a pointless stubbornness. Nothing 
will come from your being angry at me. If I am permitted to remain si-
lent, I can control the peace of my own ears, but others are not benefited 
at all. For example, the followers of the new reasoning assert that trees are 
alive. Furthermore, in ancient times the Jains claimed that trees are sen-
tient because they fold their leaves at night. [The traditional Buddhist re-
sponse] was to say, “Well then, it must follow for you that pieces of leather 
are sentient because if they come near a fire, they shrink.” It is acceptable 
to say, however, that there are flowers named Santeu and Venus [flytrap] 
that, as soon as an insect lands on them, grab it, suck its blood, hollow out 
the body, and discard it on the ground. Every Santeu kills more than two 
hundred insects every day, and the bodies just keep piling up. Similarly, in 
another continent, there are many trees that suck blood when they catch 
humans or animals. This is clear to everyone. Since these are easy to un-
derstand, I have explained them, but recently, a Bengali scholar in India 
invented an electronic machine that actually recognizes the presence of 
life. If such a flower were brought before us, would we dare contest their 
claim? Would we say it is the nature of the plant? Even those who assert 
that insects and so forth are alive must at some point show various proofs 
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for the existence of life. Would we describe the plant as a trifling hell? 
However, all types of those flowers are just like that. Look at the illustra-
tion I have drawn [not extant]. The Sinhalese scientists who are Buddhists 
say the teacher had this in mind when he prohibited [monks from] cut-
ting plants. But that explanation is [only] temporarily convincing.

Only fifty years ago a great debate took place between a Christian and 
a Buddhist in Sri Lanka. On that occasion a monk called Gu ×naratna an-
nihilated the opponents and admitted many thousands who had con-
verted to Christianity back to Buddhism. At that time as well, none of 
them could refute the new reasoning. Whenever they hear talk about sci-
ence, some stupid “important” people of the Tibetan race say it is the 
religion of Christianity. In countries that have no familiarity with Christi-
anity, people get embarrassed and pretend [to know], when in their hearts 
they do not care.

I have a great desire to write a separate book on what the advantages 
are in considering things from the perspective of this new reasoning, but 
because of great difficulty and because it would become a source of disil-
lusionment [for others], I have set the task aside.

Do not think that I am a dullard, believing immediately in whatever 
others say. I too am rather sharp-witted. In serving the teaching, I do not 
find disciples to whom I can explain the dharma. Founding a monastery 
requires the accumulation of many conditions. I am incapable of these 
great acts. [My] sympathy for the dharma is not less than yours. For that 
reason, do not dismiss my statements with only the wish to annihilate 
me. If one does not want the tree-trunk of the teachings and these roots 
of our Buddhist knowledge to be completely destroyed, one must be far-
sighted.

Having become an open-minded person who sees the important and 
unimportant, you should strive to ensure the survival of the teaching 
[Buddhism], so that it remains together with the ways of the new rea-
soning. Otherwise, if, fearing complaints by others, one acts stubbornly, 
then one may temporarily gain great profit and many friends. As it says 
on the pillar at Zon de above Do-tsang [Gro tsang], “Like the light-
rays of the sun and moon in the vastness of space, may the teachings of 
the Buddha and my reign remain equally for tens of thousands of years.” 
Please pray that the two, this modern reasoning of science and the ancient 
teachings of the Buddha, may abide together for tens of thousands of  
years.4
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Let us consider Gendun Chopel’s brief discourse on Buddhism and 
Science in more detail, passage by passage.

Now I offer a sincere discussion for those honest and far-sighted friends 
who are members of my religion. The system of the new reasoning “sci-
ence” is spreading and increasing in all directions. In the great countries, 
after scattered disagreements among many people, both intelligent and 
stupid, saying, “It is not true,” they all have become exhausted and must 
fall silent. In the end, even the Indian brahmans, who care more about 
a literal interpretation of [their] scriptures than their lives, have had to 
powerlessly accept it.

Gendun Chopel writes his discourse on Buddhism and Science for 
his fellow Buddhists back in Tibet; recognizing that it will not be im-
mediately accepted by all who might read it, he specifies his audience as 
those who are “honest and far-sighted,” that is, open-minded, forward- 
thinking, and willing to examine evidence free from prejudice. The term 
that he uses to translate science is “new reasoning” (rigs pa gsar pa); in the 
text he also transliterates the English word science into Tibetan as sa yan 
si, followed by the English word in capital letters and in parentheses. The 
term rigs pa, translated here as “reasoning,” has a wide range of denota-
tions in Tibet, but here seems to be used by Gendun Chopel to evoke 
its use in the phrase “scripture and reasoning,” two traditional sources of 
knowledge in Buddhism, with scripture (āgama in Sanskrit, lung in Ti-
betan) referring to the discourses of the Buddha (and subsequent Indian 
Buddhist masters) and reasoning ( yukti in Sanskrit, rigs pa in Tibetan) 
referring to the processes of logical analysis, which, in conjunction with 
scripture, allow one to arrive at the correct interpretation of Buddhist 
doctrine and, therefore, the truth. Gendun Chopel uses the latter in a 
broader sense here to refer to a valid way of thinking, one that is new  
in the sense that it does not appear in the classical presentations of  
reasoning, such as those of Dignāga and Dharmakīrti (but, as we shall 
see, compatible with them). Gendun Chopel clearly maintains the tradi-
tional sense of reasoning as a means to arrive at the truth.

As in his brief essay on the shape of the world, Gendun Chopel be-
gins by explaining to his Tibetan audience that science is now accepted 
without question in “the great countries,” a term of somewhat ambigu-
ous reference, but which certainly does not include Tibet. To indicate 
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the extent of the acceptance of science, he notes that even the brahmans 
in India, the epitome of hidebound conservatism and scriptural literal-
ism, have relented.

These assertions of the new reasoning are not established through one 
person arguing with another. For example, a spyglass constructed by new 
machines sees something thousands of miles away as if it were in the 
palm of one’s hand, and similarly, a glass that sees what is close by makes 
even the smallest atoms appear the size of a mountain; one can analyze 
the myriad parts, actually seeing everything. Therefore, apart from clos-
ing their eyes, they [the opponents of science] had nothing else to try. At 
first, even those who adhered to the Christian religion in the foreign lands 
joined forces with the king, casting out the proponents of the new reason-
ing, using whatever methods to stop them, imprisoning them and burn-
ing them alive. In the end, just as one cannot hide the sunshine with one’s 
hands, so also the parts of their religion that were unacceptable within the 
new system were defeated and they admitted that they were utterly false. 
As the glorious Dharmakīrti said [at Pramā.navartikka 1.221], “Those who 
are mistaken about the truth cannot be changed, no matter how one tries, 
because their minds are prejudiced.” The rejection of reason is the most 
despicable act.

Having described science as a new system of reasoning, Gendun 
Chopel wishes to make clear that it is not simply a new system of logic. 
Buddhist epistemology accepts two forms of valid knowledge (pramā.na):  
direct perception (pratyak.sa) and inference (anumāna). Reasoning falls 
into the latter category; direct perception refers here to immediate and 
accurate perception through the five sense organs. Gendun Chopel wants 
to include direct perception in the new knowledge, especially when mag-
nified by scientific instruments such as the telescope and the micro-
scope. His description of a microscope as “a glass that sees what is close 
by [that] makes even the smallest atoms appear the size of a mountain” 
is presumably the first reference to this instrument to appear in Tibetan 
(telescopes, on the other hand, were known in Tibet); this and his de-
scription of other scientific instruments are filled with a sense of won-
der, to which we will return below. What one directly perceives through 
these instruments is irrefutable, making it pointless to resist science.
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Yet, as he explained in the essay on the shape of the world, there has 
been resistance in the past; early scientists were persecuted by church 
and state in foreign lands. His portrayal of Christianity as an opponent 
of science was by this time a standard trope employed by Buddhists in 
the Buddhism and Science discourse, and Gendun Chopel repeats it 
here. He goes on to explain, erroneously, that the triumph of science 
in the Christian nations has been so complete that those elements of 
Christian doctrine that are incompatible with science have all been duly 
abandoned. The standard corollary of this claim would be that it has not 
been necessary for Buddhism to renounce any of its doctrines, because 
Buddhism is fully compatible with Science. Buddhadasa P. Kirthisinghe 
wrote in 1984, “The Buddha and Buddhists welcome each scientific dis-
covery, each new application of scientific principles, for these could 
never be contrary to the principles that they themselves employ.”5 No-
tably, Gendun Chopel does not make this claim and indeed does not 
hold this view, as we shall see below. He does, however, take the op-
portunity to cite a Buddhist text to condemn prejudice. His choice is  
significant.

Within the history of the Buddhism and Science discourse, it is tradi-
tional to cite passages from the Pāli canon, because it is assumed, falsely, 
that these are the earliest recorded statements of the Buddha and thus 
best represent “original Buddhism,” that form of Buddhism which is 
both most authentic and most compatible with Science. Quotations 
from Mahāyāna authors are rare. But here Gendun Chopel cites the 
seventh-century Indian Yogācāra master Dharmakīrti. In Tibetan Bud-
dhism, Dharmakīrti is often known simply as the “lord of reasoning” 
(rigs pa’i dbang phyug). Thus, Gendun Chopel cites the king of the old 
reasoning in support of the new.

Even so, when we [Tibetans] hear the mere mention of the new system, 
we look wide-eyed and say, “Oh! He is a heretic!” There is the danger that 
when we come eventually to believe impulsively in the new reasoning, we 
will lose all faith in the Buddha, like some Mongolian of the Urga region 
[i.e., Communists], and become non-Buddhists. Therefore, whether one 
either stubbornly says “No!” to the new reasoning or believes in it and ut-
terly rejects the teaching of Buddhism, both are prejudices; because it is 
simply recalcitrance, this will not take you far.
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Unlike some other Buddhist advocates of the compatibility of Bud-
dhism and Science, Gendun Chopel acknowledges Buddhist resistance 
to the scientific view, at least the resistance of Tibetan Buddhists. As is 
true throughout his writings, he is most willing to point out the narrow-
mindedness of his fellow Tibetans, who assume that anyone who ex-
presses the slightest interest in science must not be a Buddhist. The word 
translated as “heretic” is mu stegs pa, the Tibetan translation of tīrthika, 
the standard Buddhist term for a non-Buddhist (typically a Hindu). At 
the same time, he acknowledges the danger of blindly rushing to es-
pouse science without suitable reflection and investigation; he compares 
such people to the inhabitants of Urga in Mongolia, once devout Bud-
dhists, now devout Communists. His implication is that neither their 
Buddhism nor their Communism is authentic. He thus considers it in-
temperate either to reject science outright or to embrace science and re-
ject Buddhism.

No matter what aspect is set forth in this religion taught by our teacher 
[the Buddha], whether it be the nature of reality, how to progress on the 
path, or the good qualities of the fruition, there is absolutely no need to 
feel ashamed in the face of the system of science. Furthermore, any essen-
tial point [in Buddhism] can serve as a foundation for science. Among the 
foreigners, many scholars of science have acquired a faith in the Buddha, 
becoming Buddhists, and have even become monks.

One person has told me: “First, I followed the system of the ancient re-
ligion of Jesus. Later, I learned science well and a new understanding was 
born. Then I thought that all the religions in this world are just assertions 
rooted in a lie, requiring that one rely only on the letter. One day, having 
seen a stanza of the dharma translated into a foreign language, I thought, 
‘Oh! The only one who follows the path of reason is the Buddha. Not only 
did he climb the ladder of science, but having left that [ladder] behind, he 
traveled even further beyond,’ and conviction was born.”

Recently a famous renunciant named Trailokajñāna living in Sri Lanka 
said that in the future the religion of the Buddha will be called the reli-
gion of science, that is, the religion of reason, and other religions will be 
called religions of faith. Another Buddhist pa .n.dita says, “Having mas-
tered scientific reasoning, I came to believe in the Buddha. The religion of 
my teacher works hand in hand with scientific reasoning; when one side 
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tires, the other is able to leap over [to assist]. If other religions join hands 
with science, they collapse, either immediately or after a few steps.”

Although he will qualify this statement later in the book, Gendun 
Chopel begins by asserting that everything set forth by the Buddha can 
be proudly upheld in the face of Science. In Tibetan Buddhism, the 
teachings of the Buddha are often divided into three categories: those 
on the basis (gzhi), those on the path (lam), and those on the fruition 
(’bras bu). The basis includes doctrines describing the nature of the world, 
on both the conventional and the ultimate levels. The path includes all 
those teachings of the various paths to states of liberation from suffering 
and rebirth. The fruition is the goal of those paths: the state of an arhat 
or the state of buddhahood. Everything set forth by the Buddha on these 
three topics is fully compatible with Science and “can serve as a founda-
tion for science,” by which he seems to mean both that it can withstand 
scientific investigation and that one can undertake scientific research 
from a Buddhist perspective.

In support of this latter point, he provides a number of testimonials, 
seeking to demonstrate the compatibility of Buddhism and Science by 
recounting the belief in this compatibility “among the foreigners.” There 
apparently can be no greater testament than that many European sci-
entists had become Buddhists, with some even becoming monks; peo-
ple who began as Christians, then renounced all religions as superstition 
before eventually concluding that, from the scientific perspective, Bud-
dhism is better than atheism. Just as the Buddha had used the raft of 
the dharma to reach the other shore, then left the raft behind, this uni-
dentified Buddhist scholar had used the ladder of science to transcend  
science.

It would have been interesting if Gendun Chopel had provided the 
names of these European scientists who converted to Buddhism. He 
does mention one name, however. He refers to the “famous renunciant” 
Trailokajñāna, his Sanskrit approximation of Ñā .natiloka (also spelled 
Nyanatiloka). This was the Buddhist name of Anton Walter Florus 
Gueth (1878–1957), a violinist who was the first German to be ordained 
as a Buddhist monk and who went on to become a revered and emi-
nent scholar of Theravāda Buddhism, living in an island hermitage in Sri 
Lanka. It is unclear whether Gendun Chopel met Ñā .natiloka during his 



118  chapter three

1940–41 visit to Sri Lanka; as a German national in the British colony 
of Ceylon, Ñā .natiloka was interned in India by the British during the 
Second World War. But Gendun Chopel certainly knew about him, and 
quotes his prediction that Buddhism will become the religion of Science. 
He quotes someone else to the effect that among all the religions, only 
Buddhism is able to work hand in hand with Science. Gendun Chopel 
next turns to some examples of the compatibility of Buddhism and  
Science.

For example, the followers of the new reasoning say, “In the second mo-
ment immediately after any object comes into existence, it ceases or 
dissolves. These collections of disparate things disperse like lightning.” 
Consequently, the first moment of a pot does not persist to the second 
moment, and even the perception of a shape does not exist objectively 
apart from the power of mind or of human language. Moreover, when 
examined as above, even colors are merely the ways a wave of the most 
subtle particles moves. For example, regarding waves of light, there is no 
difference of color whatsoever to be seen in the particles that are the basis 
for that color; it is simply that eight hundred wavelengths in the blink of 
an eye appear as red and four hundred appear as yellow. Furthermore, they 
have invented another apparatus for seeing things that move too quickly 
to be seen, like drops of falling water. Something that lasts for one blink of 
an eye can be easily viewed over the duration of six blinks of an eye. More 
than ten years have passed since they made a viewing apparatus that is not 
obstructed [in seeing] things behind a wall or inside of a body. All of this 
is certain. They have also made a machine by which what is said in India 
can be heard in China in the following moment. Because they are able to 
show in China a film of something that exists in India, all people can be 
convinced. The final proof that all things run on waves of electricity is see-
ing it with one’s own eyes.

Having explained that European scientists believe that the teachings 
of the Buddha are fully compatible with Science, here Gendun Chopel 
turns to the description of some of their discoveries. The first examples 
are presented in the language of Buddhist philosophy, immediately com-
prehensible to any Tibetan scholar who would read his words. The Euro-
pean scientists assert that an object ceases to exist in the second moment 
after it comes into existence. This seems identical to the Buddhist doc-
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trine of subtle impermanence, according to which all conditioned things 
go through a process of production, abiding, aging, and disintegration 
in each moment. Gendun Chopel was aware of the disagreements be-
tween the Sarvāstivāda and Sautrāntika schools of Indian Buddhism on 
this point, as to whether production, abiding, aging, and disintegration 
were qualities that acted upon an object or whether they were instead 
descriptions of processes inherent to the object itself. His statement that 
“even the perception of a shape does not exist objectively apart from 
the power of mind or of human language” evokes the Yogācāra doctrine 
(found elsewhere, although less strongly, in other schools of Buddhist 
philosophy) that an external object does not exist separately from the 
consciousness that perceives it, and that objects exist as designations by 
human thought and language; objects are not naturally the bases of their 
names. European scientists had apparently come to these conclusions 
through observation, enhanced by instruments unknown in Tibet. Next, 
describing what appears to be the use of a spectrophotometer, Gendun 
Chopel explains that colors are in fact wavelengths of light moving at 
different speeds. Here he shifts abruptly into a vocabulary that would be 
quite foreign to a Tibetan reader, even one with a knowledge of Buddhist 
epistemology, where this kind of analysis of color is not to be found. Yet 
the discovery that light consists of rapidly moving waves would be re-
garded as generally consistent with the doctrine of impermanence. He 
next seems to describe slow motion photography that allows the percep-
tion of things that move too quickly for the naked eye. His Tibetan read-
ers would be reminded of the Buddhist claim that subtle impermanence 
can only be inferred by ordinary beings but can be directly perceived by 
an enlightened being.

But Gendun Chopel’s reference to spectrometry and slow-motion 
photography seems to remind him of even more wondrous things that 
he has heard about, things that do not fit so easily into the categories of 
Buddhist epistemology. The viewing apparatus that can see through walls 
is apparently an X-ray machine; the machine that causes something said 
in India to be heard in China in the next moment is presumably a radio. 
The ability to see things obstructed by other objects and to hear at great 
distances are standard supernormal powers (abhijñā) in Buddhism, the 
by-products of the achievement of deep states of concentration (and thus 
available to Buddhist and non-Buddhist yogins alike). But these do not 
seem to be his referents here. Instead, he speaks of the power of electricity  
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to expand the capacity of direct perception, to hear in China what was 
said in India by simply listening to a radio; to see in China what has 
happened in India by watching a film. Radio and motion pictures for 
Gendun Chopel are not media but extensions of sense perception. Elec-
tricity (glog, literally “lightning” in Tibetan), which had been introduced 
in Lhasa on a limited basis in the 1930s, was not a modern wonder but 
rather the fundamental energy of the universe. Quickly returning to his 
topic, Gendun Chopel identifies the Buddhist analogs to the scientific 
discoveries, analogs to which he had only alluded above.

Many great scholars of science made limitless praises of the Buddha, say-
ing that two thousand years ago, when there were no such machines, the 
Buddha explained that all compounded things are destroyed in each mo-
ment and he taught that things do not remain even for a brief instant, and 
subsequently we have actually seen this using machines. The statement 
by Dharmakīrti that “continuity and collection do not exist ultimately” 
can be understood in various ways, but in the end one can put one’s fin-
ger on the main point. Similarly, because white exists, black can appear to 
the eye; there is no single truly white thing that can exist separately in the 
world. Having newly understood this, some people have been saying it 
for about fifty years. However, our Nāgārjuna and others understood pre-
cisely that in ancient times. They said also that all these external appear-
ances do not appear outside of the projections of the mind. Whatever we 
see, it is seeing merely those aspects that the senses can handle, a reflec-
tion. The thing cannot be seen nakedly. Because these things were not in 
the least familiar to other [religions] like Christianity, scientific reasoning 
is considered to be something that did not exist previously. However, for 
us, these are familiar from long ago. Furthermore, they are amazed by the 
explanations in the anuttarayoga tantras of actually seeing the formations 
of the channels and drops of the body.

That science eventually reveals what the Buddha naturally knew is 
a standard element of the Buddhism and Science discourse. Gendun 
Chopel provides his list of examples here, ones that draw upon the scho-
lastic training of a Tibetan monk. Modern machines have confirmed 
the Buddha’s ancient description of subtle impermanence. Although the 
statement of the great Buddhist logician Dharmakīrti that “continuity 
and collection do not exist ultimately” is open to a wide range of inter-
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pretation, no one would dispute that it also means that the autonomy 
of objects in time and space is only apparent; they are in fact imperma-
nent processes coming into and going out of existence in each moment. 
The precise differentiation of the number of wavelengths that compose a 
given color was unknown to the Buddhists. In a somewhat forced anal-
ogy, Gendun Chopel notes that the great second-century Indian Madh
yamaka master Nāgārjuna explained that nothing exists in and of itself, 
everything exists in dependence on something else, such that there is 
black only because there is white. All the major schools of Indian Bud-
dhist philosophy (except for one, the Vaibhā.sika) argued that the senses 
did not perceive their objects directly, but rather perceived an “aspect” 
(ākāra) of the object, like a reflection cast by the object. All of these 
things have been long familiar to Buddhists, although scientists regard 
them as discoveries.

As noted above, although Gendun Chopel’s general point is a fa-
miliar one in the Buddhism and Science discourse, the specific exam-
ples he provides are unusual, especially for his time, drawing as he does 
largely on Mahāyāna figures like Nāgārjuna and Dharmakīrti. Most un-
usual, however, is his brief allusion here to tantra: “Furthermore, they are 
amazed by the explanations in the anuttarayoga tantras of actually see-
ing the formations of the channels and drops of the body.” At the time 
that Gendun Chopel wrote these words, Buddhist tantra was widely  
regarded by European scholars as a late accretion of magic and super-
stition into the Buddhist tradition, utterly unconnected to the teach-
ings of the Buddha himself. Gendun Chopel held a very different view, 
seeing the tantras, and especially the anuttarayoga tantras, the “highest 
yoga tantras,” as the supreme and secret teachings of the Buddha, indis-
pensable to the achievement of buddhahood. According to the anut-
tarayoga tantra systems, buddhahood is achieved through the practice 
of the “stage of generation” and the “stage of completion.” In the latter, 
“drops,” concentrations of energy, are caused to move through a system 
of seventy-two thousand subtle channels that radiate through the body, 
bringing about deep states of bliss and insight. This is what Gendun 
Chopel is alluding to; he seems to imply that the tantras were describ-
ing the central nervous system centuries ago. However, when he wrote 
these words (presumably in 1940 or 1941), this tantric physiology was not 
widely known in Europe and America, making it unclear which explana-
tions of it scientists might have heard. Given the paucity of scholarship 
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on Buddhist tantra at that time, and the low regard in which it was held, 
it is possible that here Gendun Chopel is reporting his own conversa-
tions on the topic. Regardless, this sentence is perhaps the first reference 
to Buddhist tantra in the Buddhism and Science discourse. It would not 
be the last.

This reference to tantra is not Gendun Chopel’s only deviation from 
the genre. Buddhist apologists have traditionally been loath to concede 
any point on which Buddhist doctrine may be found in error in light of 
scientific knowledge; Gendun Chopel himself sought to maintain that 
the Buddha knew that the world is round, although he said it is flat. But 
in the next passage we find a concession, and a caution.

Yet, to be excessively proud, that is, to continually assert that even the 
smallest parts of all the explanations in our scriptures are unmistaken, 
seems beautiful only temporarily; it is a pointless stubbornness. Nothing 
will come from your being angry at me. If I am permitted to remain si-
lent, I can control the peace of my own ears, but others are not benefited 
at all. For example, the followers of the new reasoning assert that trees are 
alive. Furthermore, in ancient times the Jains claimed that trees are sen-
tient because they fold their leaves at night. [The traditional Buddhist re-
sponse] was to say, “Well then, it must follow for you that pieces of leather 
are sentient because if they come near a fire, they shrink.” It is acceptable 
to say, however, that there are flowers named Santeu and Venus [flytrap] 
that, as soon as an insect lands on them, grab it, suck its blood, hollow out 
the body, and discard it on the ground. Every Santeu kills more than two 
hundred insects every day, and the bodies just keep piling up. Similarly, in 
another continent, there are many trees that suck blood when they catch 
humans or animals. This is clear to everyone. Since these are easy to un-
derstand, I have explained them, but recently, a Bengali scholar in India 
invented an electronic machine that actually recognizes the presence of 
life. If such a flower were brought before us, would we dare contest their 
claim? Would we say it is the nature of the plant? Even those who assert 
that insects and so forth are alive must at some point show various proofs 
for the existence of life. Would we describe the plant as a trifling hell? 
However, all types of those flowers are just like that. Look at the illustra-
tion I have drawn [not extant]. The Sinhalese scientists who are Buddhists 
say the teacher had this in mind when he prohibited [monks from] cut-
ting plants. But that explanation is [only] temporarily convincing.
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He begins with the concession, relatively rare in the genre, that it is 
short-sighted and stubborn to hold that every point of Buddhist doc-
trine is unmistaken and confirmed by modern science. Recognizing 
that such a statement might seem heretical to his readers, he asks for 
their indulgence. He obviously feels that what he has to say is impor-
tant for Tibetans to hear. If he remains silent, he can preserve the peace 
of his ears, because he will not have to listen to the condemnations that 
his words will provoke. But if he remains silent, he will not be heard, 
and it is his conviction that his words are important. He then begins a 
discussion of an important point on which Buddhism and Science dis-
agree: the sentience of plants.

This question also was a point of disagreement between the Bud-
dhists and the Jains in ancient India. The Buddhists argued that there 
were six, and only six, types of sentient beings, and hence six possibili-
ties for rebirth: gods, demigods, humans, animals, ghosts, and hell be-
ings. Plants and inanimate objects did not have consciousness, and thus 
one could not be reborn as a plant or inanimate object. The Jains posited 
the existence of beings that had one sense organ (ekendriya), the sense 
of touch, which included plants, stones, and water. Among the Jain evi-
dence for the sentience of plants was that some plants fold their leaves at 
night. The Buddhists would counter with the absurd consequence that a 
piece of leather must be sentient because, when it is placed near a fire, it  
draws back.

Gendun Chopel was known as a skilled debater during his days in 
the monastery. One of the marks by which this proficiency was meas-
ured in Tibet was the ability to successfully defend a non-Buddhist 
(and hence wrong) position against the Buddhist (and hence correct) 
position. Although he does not mention it here, Gendun Chopel was 
famous in his youth for having successfully upheld the Jain view that 
plants have consciousness. Arriving in India many years later, he seems 
to have found empirical proof. He consequently describes the Venus fly-
trap and another carnivorous plant called Santeu (perhaps the Nepen-
thes or “pitcher plant” found in Sri Lanka) and also provided a drawing, 
which apparently has been lost. His claim that, “in another continent, 
there are many trees that suck blood when they catch humans or ani-
mals” seems to have passed over into the realm of the fantastic. What he 
refers to when he describes “a machine that actually recognizes the pres-
ence of life” is unclear.
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Gendun Chopel’s understanding of botany was such that he con-
cluded that a Venus flytrap has consciousness because it consumes in-
sects. For him, this is clear empirical evidence that the Buddhist view 
regarding the consciousness of plants is mistaken. His question, then, is 
how Buddhists should respond. One might concede that it is indeed the 
nature of the plant, and that the plant is sentient. There is also a doctrinal 
loophole available to the Buddhist. Among the various forms of hell de-
scribed in the Buddhist cosmographies are the trifling (prādeśika) hells. 
Within these categories are beings temporarily born inside inanimate 
objects (rocks and brooms are sometimes mentioned) and who mistak-
enly identify such objects as their bodies. Thus, Gendun Chopel asks 
somewhat sarcastically whether the Buddhist might wish to uphold the 
position that plants lack consciousness by saying that a Venus flytrap is 
a case of a trifling hell. But this would not be an adequate response, be-
cause in his view all plants have consciousness.

Gendun Chopel mentions that Sinhalese scientists (who are also Bud-
dhists) acknowledge that plants have consciousness and argue that the 
Buddha knew this because he prohibited monks from damaging plants. 
It is the case that damaging a living plant is one of the minor violations 
(to be expiated through confession) of the monastic code. The Buddha 
is said to have made this rule, however, because plants (especially trees) 
are sometimes the abodes of local spirits; the term translated as “plant” is 
bhūtagāma, “abode of a being.” Gendun Chopel seems to regard such an 
argument as special pleading, calling it “temporarily convincing.”

Only fifty years ago a great debate took place between a Christian and a 
Buddhist in Sri Lanka. On that occasion a monk called Gu .naratna anni-
hilated the opponents and admitted many thousands who had converted 
to Christianity back to Buddhism. At that time as well, none of them 
could refute the new knowledge. Whenever they hear talk about science, 
some stupid “important” people of the Tibetan race say it is the religion 
of Christianity. In countries that have no familiarity with Christianity, 
people get embarrassed and pretend [to know], when in their hearts they 
do not care.

Here Gendun Chopel alludes to the famous debate between a Sri 
Lankan monk and a Sri Lankan Christian clergyman. However, he is 
mistaken concerning the particulars. The debate took place at Pānadurē 
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in 1873, twenty years earlier than Gendun said. The name of the Buddhist 
speaker was Gu .nānanda (Migettuwatte Gu .nānanda Thera, 1823–1890), 
not Gu .naratna. The debate is discussed in some detail in chapter 1, and 
there is no need to repeat that discussion here. Yet it is noteworthy that 
Gendun Chopel takes great interest in the Pānadurē debate, mentioning 
it at several points in his writings. In his description of it elsewhere in 
The Golden Chronicle, he writes, “They did not debate about the essential 
points of the [Buddhist] view [that there is no self ]. Rather, the debates 
by the opponents were based on a knowledge of modern science. Thus, 
I think it would have been extremely difficult for people like us [Tibet-
ans] to respond.”6

There seem to be a number of reasons for his interest in the event. 
First, he takes a certain pride in the defeat of the Christians by the Bud-
dhists, especially in the forum of a debate, for which there is a long and 
storied tradition in Tibet. Second, as the passage just quoted indicates, 
the Buddhists did not defeat the Christians in a debate on the validity of 
points of Buddhist doctrine, although there are numerous instances of 
such victories over Hindu opponents in the history of Indian Buddhism. 
Instead, at least as Gendun Chopel reports it, the debate centered on 
Buddhist and Christian understandings of science. That a Buddhist was 
able to defeat a Christian in this arena, despite the association of science 
with Christian Europe, is yet further proof that Buddhism surpasses all 
religions in its compatibility with Science. Finally, the debate provides 
him with yet another opportunity to tweak his Tibetan readers. Some 
ignorant Tibetan aristocrats and officials identify science with Chris-
tianity, but the Pānadurē debate, in which a Buddhist monk defeated a 
Christian minister in battle over knowledge of science, proves that this 
is not the case. In fact, Tibetans have little familiarity with Christianity 
and only pretend to understand it. The debate also proves how advanced 
the Buddhists of Sri Lanka are in comparison with those of Tibet. If a 
Tibetan monk had to engage in a debate about science, Gendun Chopel 
thinks “it would have been extremely difficult for people like us to re-
spond.”

I have a great desire to write a separate book on what the advantages are 
in considering things from the perspective of this new reasoning, but be-
cause of great difficulty and because it would become a source of disillu-
sionment [for others], I have set the task aside.
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Do not think that I am a dullard, believing immediately in whatever 
others say. I too am rather sharp-witted. In serving the teaching, I do not 
find disciples to whom I can explain the dharma. Founding a monastery 
requires the accumulation of many conditions. I am incapable of these 
great acts. [My] sympathy for the dharma is not less than yours. For that 
reason, do not dismiss my statements with only the wish to annihilate me. 
If one does not want the tree-trunk of the teachings and these roots of our  
Buddhist knowledge to be completely destroyed, one must be far-sighted.

During his time in South Asia, Gendun Chopel was obsessed with 
his legacy, fearing that his words would not be heard by his country-
men—or, if they were heard, that they would be rejected. He was learn-
ing many things during his years abroad, things that no other Tibetan 
had learned. Not yet forty years old, he perhaps had a somewhat inflated 
view of his own importance, and imagined that Tibetans would receive 
his work more seriously (regardless of the response) than they did. The 
sad fate that he met upon his return to Lhasa (the precise reasons for 
which remain unclear), however, also suggests that his iconoclasm came 
at a price.

In the passage above, he renounces his wish to write an entire book 
devoted to science, for fear that it would become a source of disillusion-
ment to others, by which he would seem to mean that they would lose 
their faith in Buddhism. This is a somewhat surprising sentiment, given 
his conviction of the compatibility of Buddhism and Science. Indeed, he 
goes on to say that he is prevented by circumstance from performing tra-
ditional deeds in service of the Buddha’s teaching, such as teaching the 
dharma to a large number of disciples or founding a great monastery. Yet 
his devotion to the dharma is no less than that of others. He thus asks 
that his discourse on Buddhism and Science not be rejected outright, but 
that it be seen instead as his contribution to the survival of Buddhism 
into the modern age.

Having become an open-minded person who sees the important and un-
important, you should strive to ensure the survival of the teaching [Bud-
dhism], so that it remains together with the ways of the new reasoning. 
Otherwise, if, fearing complaints by others, one acts stubbornly, then one 
may temporarily gain great profit and many friends. As it says on the pil-
lar at Zon de above Do-tsang [Gro tsang], “Like the light-rays of the sun 
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and moon in the vastness of space, may the teachings of the Buddha and 
my reign remain equally for tens of thousands of years.” Please pray that 
the two, this modern reasoning of science and the ancient teachings of the 
Buddha, may abide together for tens of thousands of years.

Gendun Chopel concludes his discourse on science with an exhorta-
tion. He is convinced that Buddhism can survive only as the ally of sci-
ence, not as its opponent. Condemning science as inimical to Buddhism 
may garner temporary fame, but it is ultimately shortsighted and narrow- 
minded. He asks his fellow Tibetans to pray that Buddhism and Science 
may flourish together for many millennia. That is, he offers a Buddhist 
prayer for science, adapting the words carved on a stone pillar in Tibet in 
the distant past to pray for the compatibility of Buddhism and Science 
far into the distant future.

We see in Gendun Chopel’s writings on science a clear, and rather 
unrestrained, sense of wonder at the marvels of modern technology. But 
that wonder is then tempered by claims of the Buddha’s anticipation of 
the recent discoveries of the Europeans. Lest this sense of wonder at the 
apparently miraculous be mistaken for the simple open-mouthed awe of 
the naïve native, Gendun Chopel conjoins it with a sense of recognition 
of the familiar. Upon reflection, the Buddhist, or at least the Buddha, has 
seen this all before.

Yet in another work, a poem sent back to his boyhood monastery in 
northeastern Tibet, Gendun Chopel succumbs to the sensational. In ad-
dition to its unabashed incredulity, the poem offers an unexpected in-
sight into the history of the discourse of Buddhism and Science.

A small octagonal box with a small wheel
When spun by just one man
Can tremble the earth twenty yojanas away.
That seems like a lie. Isn’t it amazing?
Oh, that’s not so amazing.

By removing a small scar
An old man of over eighty years
Can be made twenty years younger.
That seems like a lie. Isn’t it amazing?
Oh, that’s not so amazing.
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Through the emptiness of outer space
A lightning letter with great inner speed
Can travel ten thousand yojanas.
That seems like a lie. Isn’t it amazing?
Oh, that’s not so amazing.

A beam of white light narrow as a single hair of a horse’s tail
When sent from a far away place
Can control a machine of great power.
That seems like a lie. Isn’t it amazing?
Oh, that’s not so amazing.7

The poem is undated; it was certainly written during his sojourn in 
South Asia, therefore between 1934 and the end of 1945. The fact that he 
does not refer to any weapons of war suggests that it might have been 
written before the outbreak of the Second World War. The first stanza 
seems to depict some kind of explosion triggered by remote control. A 
yojana is the standard measure of distance in classical Indian literature; 
unfortunately, its length is not standard, and is typically estimated as 
being between 5 and 10 miles. Gendun Chopel seems to be describing 
a device that sends a spark to ignite dynamite, but such a device would 
require a wire connecting the box to the explosive, and that wire would 
need to be between 50 and 100 miles long. The second stanza describes 
a surgical procedure that can make an old man younger, or perhaps only 
appear younger. Cosmetic surgery was not practiced at this time, at least 
in India. The term translated as “scar” (sha rmen) may refer to a gland, but 
even then the reference is not obvious. The third stanza refers to a “light-
ning letter” (glog gi ’phrin), the Tibetan term for a telegram. Gendun 
Chopel’s sense of amazement causes him to exaggerate distances, claim-
ing that the telegram can travel 10,000 yojanas, a distance somewhere 
between 50,000 and 100,000 miles; the circumference of the earth at the 
equator is 24,901.55 miles. The final stanza seems to repeat the earlier ref-
erence to some version of remote control.

Gendun Chopel thus presents four examples of the wonders of sci-
ence, in the form of a Tibetan version of “Believe It or Not.” What is 
most striking, however, is that just sixty or seventy years after he com-
posed this poem, the technology it describes is so arcane as to be un
recognizable. The sole exception is the telegram, an invention that has 
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since been consigned to the science museum. Gendun Chopel obviously 
had something in mind, something that he had seen or, more likely, heard 
or read about in each case. But his descriptions are sufficiently vague as 
to obscure his references; his understanding of the technology was lim-
ited at best, and likely wrong. This raises the question of what Science 
means to the representative of Buddhism. It also raises this question: if 
Buddhism, however it is understood, was somehow compatible with the 
science of the first half of the twentieth century, science that has been 
superseded to the point that its description by a Buddhist of the day is 
unrecognizable, how can Buddhism also be compatible with the science 
of the second half of the twentieth century—or the science of the first 
half of the twenty-first?

And as science changes, does Buddhism, renowned for its doctrine of 
impermanence, remain ever the same? Historians have duly documented 
the various transformations of Buddhist thought that have occurred 
across Asia over many centuries. But from the Buddhist perspective, the 
Buddhist truth is timeless; the Buddha understood the nature of reality 
fully at the moment of his enlightenment, and nothing beyond that real-
ity has been discovered since, because nothing beyond that reality exists. 
Thus, in order to maintain the claim that Buddhism is compatible with 
Science, as Science continues to change, it has been necessary for Bud-
dhist thinkers to change the unchanging truth said to be at the heart of 
Buddhism. From one perspective, this is exactly how Buddhist thought 
has developed, with monks across Asia refining and redefining the tradi-
tion, but with the constant claim that they are engaged always in recov-
ery, never in innovation. All of the innovations in the history of Buddhist 
thought have been presented as reclamations of the content of the Bud-
dha’s enlightenment.

Awe can become awful; fascination can turn to fear. The scientific 
wonders that Gendun Chopel and his Buddhist brethren saw, heard, 
and read about, despite their hypothetical anticipation by the Buddha 
of Asia, were in fact all products of foreigners. Fear of the foreign is per-
haps endemic, as the encounter with the unfamiliar breeds misappre-
hension and suspicion. Gendun Chopel relates elsewhere that when the 
Portuguese arrived in Sri Lanka, the Sinhalese reported that the for-
eigners ate rocks and drank blood; he speculates that they saw them eat-
ing bread and drinking tea. And the foreigners who brought science to 
South Asia were not benign. They were colonizers, and Gendun Chopel 
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speaks scathingly of the British elsewhere in his writings. Describing the 
first wave of European colonialism, he writes, “Sponsored by kings and 
ministers who disregarded others’ welfare, they trod upon the happiness 
of others like a turnip on the ground, sending out a great army of bandits, 
calling them ‘traders.’”8 Describing the British India he encountered in 
the 1930s, he writes:

They introduce the new ways of modernity, such as railroads, schools, and 
factories. Their law is only good for the educated and the wealthy families. 
If one has money and education, anything is permitted. As for the lowly, 
their small livelihoods that provide the necessities for life are sucked like 
blood from all their orifices. Such a wondrous land as India appears to be 
filled with poor people who are like hungry ghosts.9

His sense of wonder and his suspicion come together in this short poem 
about a motion picture.

On a curtain of stainless white silk
Filled with magical electric light
Is the Queen of Illusion, laughing and crying,
Making a show for visitors of the three realms.

Lacking the oil of compassion that benefits others,
Those skilled in the arts, with the sorcery of electricity,
Show the crooked path to honest humans.
Beware the race of yellow-haired monkeys.10

White silk connotes purity and honesty in Tibetan culture, with the 
best silk said to come from Banaras. This Asian silk is then pervaded by 
light from the foreigner’s movie projector, to reveal the Queen of Illu-
sion (sgyu ma’i rgyal mo). The word illusion here has strong connotations 
of deception, magic, and trickery, of an appearance at odds with reality. 
Her display of emotions captivates the audience of “visitors of the three 
realms,” that is, the beings who wander in through the realms of rebirth. 
Thus, into the world of sa .msāra, the magic of electricity projects another 
layer of illusion.

The second stanza describes the projectionist. Calling Europeans “the 
race of yellow-haired monkeys” (a highly pejorative phrase in Tibetan), 
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Gendun Chopel finds them to be merely clever, rather than wise, pos-
sessed of apparently miraculous power, but lacking compassion; they are 
skilled in the art of deception. They mislead those who are by nature 
honest; the third line reads more literally, “show the crooked path to 
straight humans.”

Gendun Chopel’s poem is yet another reminder that the discourse of 
Buddhism and Science is the product of the colonial encounter. When 
the Pānadurē debate took place in Sri Lanka in 1873, Sri Lanka and In-
dia were British colonies. When Gendun Chopel wrote his poem, circa 
1940, Sri Lanka and India were British colonies. The proponents of Bud-
dhism’s compatibility with Science, Gu .nānanda and later Dharmapāla 
in Sri Lanka, Shaku Sōen (among many others) in Japan, and Gendun 
Chopel in India, were Buddhist apologists—not in the colloquial sense 
of having something to apologize for, but in the classical sense of apo-
logia, a Greek legal term referring to the formal defense presented in 
reply to the charges of the prosecution. The prosecutors in the case of 
Buddhism were Christian missionaries (from Europe and America) and 
modern secularists (especially in Japan and China) who saw Buddhism 
as an outmoded superstition. It was the task of the Buddhist apologists 
to counter this claim by demonstrating that in fact Buddhism is rational, 
scientific, and modern, indeed more rational, scientific, and modern than 
Christianity (and all other religions) and thus best suited for the mod-
ern world. But the age of colonialism seems long past. Why continue to 
make these claims long after the battle has been won?

•  •  •

The Fourteenth Dalai Lama was born in 1935, the year after Gendun 
Chopel’s departure for India. Although Gendun Chopel spent the last 
five years of his life in Lhasa, he would never meet the Fourteenth Dalai 
Lama. Three of those last five years were spent in prison; according to 
some reports, Gendun Chopel was released as part of a general amnesty 
to celebrate the Dalai Lama’s birthday. Thus, Gendun Chopel never saw 
the Dalai Lama, but the Dalai Lama may have seen him. The prison 
where Gendun Chopel was incarcerated was located at the very foot of 
the Potala, the Dalai Lama’s winter palace, and the young Dalai Lama 
may have observed him from afar, with the telescope through which 
he looked down upon his subjects; the Dalai Lama is regarded as the 
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human incarnation of the bodhisattva of compassion, Avalokiteśvara, 
whose name means “the Lord Who Looks Down” in Sanskrit.

Yet the two had some things in common. They were both from Amdo, 
the far northeastern region of the Tibetan cultural domain. They were 
both Buddhist monks of the same sect, trained at the highest level of  
the monastic academy. Most important for our purposes, they were the 
two most prominent Tibetan Buddhist thinkers of the twentieth cen-
tury to take an active interest in science. Although their writings on the 
subject are separated by more than half a century, their views are remark-
ably similar.

The Dalai Lama is the author of dozens of books. Only a few, such as 
his first autobiography, My Land and My People (1962); his first book on 
Buddhism, Opening the Eye of New Awareness (published in Tibetan in 
1963); and essays such as The Buddhism of Tibet and the Key to the Middle 
Way (1975), were written originally in Tibetan. The great majority of the 
publications are translated and edited transcriptions of the many series 
of lectures on Buddhist topics that the Dalai Lama has delivered in Ti-
betan; some are edited transcripts of conversations and interviews with 
the Dalai Lama, conducted in Tibetan and English. A few books offer a 
sustained presentation of the Dalai Lama’s views on a specific topic (in 
contrast to a commentary on a Buddhist text or responses prompted by 
an interviewer’s questions), such as Ethics for a New Millennium (1999) 
and The Universe in a Single Atom (2005). The Dalai Lama has discussed 
science in many of his interviews and lectures, especially over the past 
two decades. However, this last book, subtitled The Convergence of Science 
and Spirituality, offers both his most recent and his most sustained dis-
cussion of Buddhism and Science, and thus shall be our focus here.11

The title of the book is drawn not from William Blake but from a fa-
mous passage in the Garland Sūtra (Avata .msaka or Buddhāvata .msaka), an  
important Mahāyāna sūtra, portions of which date from the first century 
CE. The passage reads, “In each atom of the realms of the universe, there 
exist vast oceans of world systems.” This statement is especially famous 
in Chinese Buddhism, particularly in the Huayan school, although the 
same point is made repeatedly in Mahāyāna sūtras.

In the prologue, the Dalai Lama states:

Many years after I went into exile in India, I came across an open letter 
from the 1940s addressed to the Buddhist thinkers of Tibet. It was written 
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by Gendün Chöphel, a Tibetan scholar who not only had mastered San-
skrit but also, uniquely among Tibetan thinkers of his time, had a good 
command of English. He traveled extensively in British India, Afghani-
stan, Nepal, and Sri Lanka in the 1930s. This letter, composed toward the 
end of his twelve-year trip, was amazing to me. It articulates many of the 
areas in which there could be fruitful dialogue between Buddhism and 
modern science. I discovered that Gendün Chöphel’s observations often 
coincide remarkably with my own. It is a pity that this letter did not at-
tract the attention it deserved, partly because it was never properly pub-
lished in Tibet before I came into exile in 1959. But I find it heartwarming 
that my journey into the scientific world has a precedent within my own 
Tibetan tradition. All the more so since Gendün Chöphel came from my 
native province of Amdo. Encountering this letter so many years after it 
was written was an impressive moment.12

The “open letter” to which the Dalai Lama refers is undoubtedly the pas-
sage from the final chapter of The Golden Chronicle that we have just con-
sidered. Probably composed in 1940 or 1941, it would not be published 
until 1990.

In The Universe in a Single Atom, when the Dalai Lama speaks of Bud-
dhism, he is most often referring to Mahāyāna Buddhist philosophy 
as it is understood in Tibet. Thus, the Madhyamaka master Nāgārjuna 
and the Yogācāra master Dharmakīrti, the key figures of what might be 
called Buddhist ontology and logic, respectively, are mentioned most of-
ten, more than the Buddha himself. Such important Mahāyāna think-
ers as Asa .nga, Vasubandhu, and Bhāvaviveka also appear. The tenets of 
the Hīnayāna Abhidharma are also discussed, but often as examples 
of the Buddhist views that must be dismissed in light of the discover-
ies of science. In some ways, this is most traditional. In the Dalai La-
ma’s Geluk sect, it is asserted that the “higher” Mahāyāna schools of 
Yogācāra and Madhyamaka are able to refute the positions of the “lower” 
Hīnayāna schools. And one of the hallmarks of the thought of Tsong 
kha pa (1357–1419), the founder of the Geluk, was that the highest reality, 
the emptiness of intrinsic existence described by Nāgārjuna, must first be 
approached through the logical methods set forth by Dharmakīrti. It is 
noteworthy that Gendun Chopel, writing a half century before, evokes 
the same figures. Indeed, in the discourse of Buddhism and Science, 
“Buddhism” is typically represented as the philosophical position of the 
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school of Buddhism of the author, whether that be the Abhidharma in 
the case of Theravāda or Madhyamaka in the case of Mahāyāna. What 
Tibetan thinkers like Gendun Chopel and the Dalai Lama add that has 
traditionally been absent from the discourse is tantra; Gendun Chopel 
mentions the anuttarayoga tantras, and the Dalai Lama alludes to the 
Kālacakra.

The Universe in a Single Atom recounts the Dalai Lama’s first encoun-
ters with science as a young boy in Tibet, where the German mountain-
eer Heinrich Harrer taught him about geography. He describes his tour 
of Mao’s China in 1954, where he saw hydroelectric dams, and his visit 
to India in 1956, where he had his “first encounters with spiritual teach-
ers who were seeking the integration of science and spirituality, such as 
the members of the Theosophical Society in Madras.”13 He discusses his 
conversations with a number of prominent scientists and thinkers over 
the past thirty years, describing, in a self-effacing way, what he learned 
from them. He intersperses these accounts with stories from his youth 
in Tibet and explanations of various salient doctrines in the Buddhist 
tradition. The Dalai Lama discusses (in order) physics, cosmology, evo-
lution, consciousness, and genetics, concluding with a chapter entitled 
“Science, Spirituality, and Humanity.” His general thesis is stated clearly 
in the prologue.

The great benefit of science is that it can contribute tremendously to the 
alleviation of suffering at the physical level, but it is only through the cul-
tivation of the qualities of the human heart and the transformation of our 
attitudes that we can begin to address and overcome mental suffering. 
In other words, the enhancement of fundamental human values is indis
pensable to our basic quest for happiness. Therefore, from the perspective 
of human well-being, science and spirituality are not unrelated. We need 
both, since the alleviation of suffering must take place at both the physi-
cal and psychological levels.14

This is an important statement, clearly predicated on the Buddha’s 
four noble truths, said to have been set forth in his first sermon after his 
enlightenment: that life is qualified by suffering and that the most press-
ing task is to alleviate that suffering. Suffering can take two forms, physi-
cal and mental; and science, in the form of modern medicine, has made 
great strides in reducing physical suffering. As other Buddhist thinkers 
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have argued in the past, the Dalai Lama suggests that science only proves 
effective against physical suffering. Mental or “psychological” suffering 
must be countered with spirituality. (The Dalai Lama consistently uses 
spirituality rather than religion throughout the book. Although the dis-
tinction is not explained, he presumably is using the former to refer to 
any number of contemplative traditions, both new and old, including, of 
course, Buddhism. The term spirituality does not have an obvious corre-
late in Tibetan.) That is, Science understands the outer world, Buddhism 
understands the inner world. This is a persistent trope in the discourse of 
East and West, Buddhism and Science.

Buddhism has also explained the outer world over the course of its 
long history, and in the view of the Dalai Lama, several of these teach-
ings are simply wrong. As noted in the discussion of the Mount Meru  
cosmology in chapter 1, he is willing to dismiss a number of Buddhist 
doctrines about the physical universe. There I cited his statement in The 
Way to Freedom, where he wrote, “The purpose of the Buddha coming 
to this world was not to measure the circumference of the world and 
the distance between the earth and the moon, but rather to teach the 
Dharma, to liberate sentient beings, to relieve sentient beings of their 
sufferings.”15 In The Universe in a Single Atom, he states that “if scientific 
analysis were conclusively to demonstrate certain claims in Buddhism 
to be false, then we must accept the findings of science and abandon 
those claims.”16 The important phrase here is “conclusively demonstrate 
to be false.” Thus, photographs of the earth taken from space conclu-
sively demonstrate that the world is not flat, as the sūtras describe it. 
However, the Dalai Lama makes a distinction, drawn from Madhya-
maka philosophy, between not finding something (ma snyed pa) and de-
termining that it does not exist (med pa nges pa). For him, the flat earth 
has been determined not to exist. But other Buddhist doctrines, most 
important, rebirth, have simply not been found. Indeed, a central con-
cern of The Universe in a Single Atom is to defend one Buddhist doctrine 
(rebirth) and one Buddhist value (compassion) against possible scien-
tific refutation.

These issues are not raised until the end of the book. In the earlier 
chapters, the Dalai Lama takes up other topics that have become stand-
ard elements of the Buddhism and Science discourse. As noted earlier, 
Gendun Chopel had extolled Nāgārjuna’s prescience in declaring the 
relative nature of all phenomena many centuries ago. The Dalai Lama 
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writes, “To a Mahayana Buddhist exposed to Nagarjuna’s thought, there 
is an unmistakable resonance between the notion of emptiness and the 
new physics. If on the quantum level, matter is revealed as less solid 
and definable than it appears, then it seems to me that science is com-
ing closer to the Buddhist contemplative insights of emptiness and in-
terdependence.”17 Here he notes only the resonance of emptiness and 
quantum physics, but implies that there is a single truth (in this case, 
emptiness) discovered by Buddhists millennia ago, which modern sci-
ence is only coming to see. He also describes the relation of emptiness 
and interdependence (pratītyasamputpāda, often translated as “depend-
ent origination” or “dependent arising”) as a contemplative insight.

For the Dalai Lama, these resonances are possible, in part, because 
Buddhism and Science are both true, when “Buddhism” is freed from 
cultural accretions, such as the flat-earth theory. But they are also pos-
sible because of a basic similarity between Buddhism and Science, one 
which has been proclaimed by Buddhists since the days when Science 
described a mechanistic universe. “Buddhism and science share a funda-
mental reluctance to postulate a transcendent being as the origin of all 
things. This is hardly surprising given that both these investigative tradi-
tions are essentially nontheistic in their philosophical orientations.”18

In keeping with the view of Buddhism as an “investigative tradition,” 
and in harmony with those who, over the past century, have claimed that 
Buddhism and Science share a similar method, the Dalai Lama writes, 
“So one fundamental attitude shared by Buddhism and science is the 
commitment to keep searching for reality by empirical means and to be 
willing to discard accepted or long-held positions if our search finds that 
the truth is different.”19 Setting aside the question of “empirical means” 
for the moment, one might first consider the issue of the search for re-
ality in Science and in Buddhism. In the scientific method, at least in 
its idealized form, reality or truth (whatever those terms might mean 
in a given case) has not yet been discovered; hypothesis and experiment 
are employed to arrive at a truth that is at the time unknown, or at least 
unverified. In the various Buddhist traditions, there is the shared belief 
that the nature of reality was discovered long ago by the Buddha, and 
before him by the buddhas of the distant past. Reality is represented not 
as something that the Buddha was the first to discover but as that which 
he revealed, the ancient city at the end of the ancient path through the 
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great forest. In a famous passage in the Sa .myutta Nikāya, the Buddha  
says:

Suppose, monks, a man wandering through a forest would see an an-
cient path, an ancient road traveled upon by people in the past. He would  
follow it and would see an ancient city, an ancient capital that had been 
inhabited by people in the past, with parks, groves, ponds, and ram
parts, a delightful place. Then the man would inform the king or a royal  
minister. . . . Then the king or the royal minister would renovate the city, 
and some time later that city would become successful and prosperous, 
well populated, filled with people, attained to growth and expansion. . . .

So too, monks, I saw the ancient path, the ancient road traveled by the 
perfect buddhas of the past. And what is that ancient path, that ancient 
road? It is just this noble eightfold path: that is, right view, right intention, 
right speech, right action, right livelihood, right effort, right mindfulness, 
right concentration. . . . Having directly known them, I have explained 
them, to the monks, the nuns, the lay male disciples, and the lay female 
disciples. This holy life, monks, has become successful and prosperous, ex-
tended, popular, widespread, well proclaimed among gods and humans.20

Thus, in Buddhism, the truth is something that is found, and then 
lost, and then found again. This is why it is said that the next buddha 
does not appear in the world until the teachings of the previous buddha 
have been completely forgotten. As long as the path to the city of real-
ity remains passable and the city itself remains prosperous, there is no 
reason for repair. But when the city falls into ruins and the path is over-
grown with oblivion, then the path must be cleared again and the city re-
stored. This is what the buddhas do, again and again, over the aeons.

Scholars have long held that the buddhas who preceded Śākyamuni 
(typically counted as four or six) were not historical figures; each is sepa-
rated from his predecessor by billions of years. Instead, it is argued that 
the previous buddhas were introduced into the early tradition to counter 
charges that the Buddha was guilty of the crime of innovation. The Bud-
dha’s opponents in the Brahmanical traditions of ancient India claimed 
that their sacred texts, the Vedas, were eternal. They were never com-
posed but had always existed, only having been heard by the ancient 
sages. The existence of the previous buddhas allows the Buddhists to 
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make a similar claim. These five or seven buddhas (counting Śākyamuni) 
are the previous buddhas of our particular world system. Before that 
world system came into existence, there were previous worlds with their 
own buddhas, without beginning. The city in the forest was never built. 
It is an eternal city, to be discovered in each age.

The common portrayal of the Buddha in the literature of Buddhism 
and Science is quite different. Here the Buddha is seen as a scientist, 
experimenting in his laboratory of the spirit, trying first the life of in-
dulgence and then the life of asceticism, testing the various meditative 
techniques of the day before sitting down under the tree on that full-
moon night and discovering the truth for himself. The story is sometimes 
told in this way, and perhaps this is what indeed occurred at that unre-
coverable moment, subject to such endless commentary. But whether he 
was the thousandth or the fifth or the first to see that truth, once it was 
seen, there has been no further truth to discover over the past two and 
a half millennia. To search for the truth in Buddhism is to follow the 
path to the ancient city, the path that the Buddha—whether discovered 
or uncovered—revealed to the world. There is no other path, there is no 
other city. In this sense, Buddhism is a profoundly conservative tradition, 
constantly decrying innovation as deviation from the path. Innovation 
has, of course, occurred in myriad ways over the course of the tradition, 
but that innovation must always be portrayed as elaboration, as yet an-
other articulation of the Buddha’s silent enlightenment. The content of 
this enlightenment is not regarded as a vague truth, the ever-receding 
end point of an endless path; the content of the Buddha’s enlightenment 
is described in detail in the various Buddhist traditions. It is not, as the 
Victorians delighted in declaring, that Buddhism has no dogmas. It is 
perhaps that it has too many.

Yet there is a certain parallel between the Buddha of the tradition and 
the Buddha of science. The Buddha of the tradition is validated by be-
ing the last or, more accurately, most recent in a long line of enlightened 
beings who have discovered, and taught, the same truth. The Buddha of 
science is validated not by being at the end, but at the origin, as the per-
fected person who discovered truths that lesser men would only learn 
millennia later. For the Buddha of the tradition to be valid, he must have 
understood what others had known long before him. For the Buddha of 
science to be valid, he must have understood what others did not know, 
and would not know, until long after him.
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Each of these visions is profoundly retrospective; each evinces a deep 
longing for the primordial. The authority of the Buddha of the tradition 
derives from the fact that he has simply rediscovered eternal truths that 
the prehistoric buddhas had also found; much of the early literature re-
counts their lives more than they do his. And the disciples of the Buddha 
of science derive deep comfort from the thought that modern discover-
ies in quantum physics were known by the ancient Buddha, so long ago.

Returning to the Dalai Lama, in the first chapter of The Universe in a 
Single Atom, he raises the fascinating question of the relation of experi-
ence and scripture in Buddhism.

Although Buddhism has come to evolve as a religion with a characteris-
tic body of scriptures and rituals, strictly speaking, in Buddhism scriptural 
authority cannot outweigh an understanding based on reason and expe-
rience. In fact, the Buddha himself, in a famous statement, undermines 
the scriptural authority of his own words when he exhorts his followers 
not to accept the validity of his teachings simply on the basis of rever-
ence to him. Just as a seasoned goldsmith would test the purity of his gold 
through a meticulous process of examination, the Buddha advises that 
people should test the truth of what he has said through reasoned exami-
nation and personal experiment. Therefore, when it comes to validating 
the truth of a claim, Buddhism accords greatest authority to experience, 
with reason second and scripture last.21

There is much to consider here. Buddhism does indeed accord great 
authority to experience, that is, to the experience of the Buddha.22 One 
of the most commonly cited qualities that distinguishes the enlighten-
ment of the Buddha from the enlightenment of his disciples is that the 
Buddha came to his understanding of the nature of reality through his 
own efforts, without relying on the teachings of another buddha.23 In the 
Buddha’s previous life as the yogin Sumedha, he encountered a buddha 
of the past named Dīpa .mkara and realized that if he became his disciple, 
he could realize nirvā .na and achieve liberation from rebirth in that very 
lifetime. Yet he decided to postpone his enlightenment by billions of years 
in order to become a buddha when there was no buddha in the world. 
Sumedha lay upon the ground and spread his matted locks across the mud  
so that Dīpa .mkara would not soil his feet. As he lay in the mud, he began 
to reflect (in Henry Clarke Warren’s 1896 translation from the Pāli).
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While thus I lay upon the ground,
Arose within me many thoughts:
“Today, if such were my desire,
I my corruptions might consume.

“But why thus in an unknown guise
Should I the Doctrine’s fruit secure?
Omniscience first will I achieve,
And be a Buddha in the world.

“Or why should I, a valorous man,
The ocean seek to cross alone?
Omniscience first will I achieve,
And men and gods convey across.”24

Thus, the bodhisattva waits to achieve enlightenment until a point in 
the distant future when there is no buddha to set forth the path. He dis-
covers the path to the ancient city by himself. Others, however, must rely 
on the teachings of the Buddha to experience enlightenment, and even 
then, that experience is not said to be self-validating. The Buddha’s fore-
most disciples, Śāriputra and Maudgalyāyana, who flank him in so many 
paintings and statues, had to be informed by the Buddha that they had 
reached the stage of arhat.

In the absence of the Buddha, one must rely on the sūtras. But the 
Buddha is said to have taught eighty-four thousand doctrines as anti-
dotes to eighty-four thousand afflictions. And even if such a number 
is not immediately enumerated in the available texts, hundreds of dis-
courses are counted as the word of the Buddha (buddhavacana) even by 
the Theravāda tradition, which rejects the large body of Mahāyāna sūtras 
as spurious. The Dalai Lama, however, is a proponent of the Mahāyāna, 
which vastly increases the size of the scriptural corpus. It is also ac-
knowledged, in all forms of Buddhism, that the Buddha did not teach 
the same thing to each person he encountered, that he adapted his mes-
sage to the interests and capacities of his audience. As a result, if every 
statement attributed to the Buddha is accepted literally, contradictions 
are immediately evident. The Buddha, however, as an enlightened be-
ing, must be free from all contradiction. Thus, interpretation is called for 
to resolve the apparent contradictions. The science of interpretation is 
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highly developed in Buddhism, with various schools and thinkers across 
the Buddhist world and across the millennia declaring what the Buddha 
in fact had in mind when he set forth a particular doctrine.25

To understand the nature of knowledge and the role of experience 
in arriving at knowledge of the truth in Buddhism, it is perhaps useful 
to introduce one of the standard categories of Buddhist epistemology. 
This is the division of everything that can be known into three groups: 
the manifest (abhimukī, mngon gyur), the hidden (parok.sa, lkog gyur) or 
sometimes in Tibetan “slightly hidden” (cung zad lkog gyur), and the very 
hidden (atyantaparok.sa, shin tu lkog gyur). The category of the manifest 
includes those objects of knowledge that can be apprehended through 
direct perception, such as the accurate perception of the color or shape 
of an object by the eye consciousness. The second category, the hidden, 
includes those objects of knowledge, or facts, that cannot be perceived 
by direct perception but can be known through inference. The standard 
example is seeing smoke rising from a distant mountain pass and infer-
ring the existence of a fire burning there. However, the category of the 
hidden includes several of the most fundamental doctrines of Buddhism, 
including the existence of liberation from rebirth, the possibility of om-
niscience (or buddhahood), the subtle impermanence of all conditioned 
things, and reincarnation (to be considered below). The Buddhist claim 
is that none of these can be seen directly by an unenlightened person, 
but each of these can be proved by reasoning. The third category, the 
very hidden, includes those things that remain inaccessible to the un-
enlightened through either direct perception or inference. These include 
the features of the various heavens located on and above Mount Meru 
as well as the subtle workings of the law of karma. Although the basic 
fact of karma—that virtuous deeds result in future happiness and non-
virtuous deeds result in future suffering—is merely hidden, and thus ac-
cessible to reasoning, the subtle workings of karma are very hidden. The 
Buddha is often portrayed explaining the particular deed that a given 
individual performed in a past life which resulted in a particular situa-
tion in the present life. The Tibetan textbooks on logic and epistemology 
note that the Buddha is able to explain in detail the particular deeds that 
produced each of the colors in the feathers of a peacock’s tail.

Such information is available only to a buddha. All others must rely 
on what is called in Tibetan inference through belief (yid ches rjes dpag); 
the Sanskrit term translated as “belief ” is āpta, which denotes that which 
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is authoritative, credible, trustworthy, believable. Inference through belief 
is gained not through experience, or reasoning, but through reliance on 
scripture; it is also called inference based on scripture (āgamāśritānumāna, 
lung gi rjes dpag). Here, then, knowledge is to be gained through what is 
termed an “incontrovertible scripture,” which has three qualities, known 
as the three analyses (dpyad pa gsum): (1) in its statements about mani-
fest phenomena, it is not contradicted by direct perception; (2) in its 
statements about hidden phenomena, it is not contradicted by inference 
based on reasoning or “the power of the fact”; and (3) in its statements 
about the very hidden, those things inaccessible to ordinary direct per-
ception and inference, it is not contradicted by other incontrovertible 
scriptures. Despite the apparent circularity of such an analysis, the im-
portant point is the central role that the authority of scripture plays in 
Buddhist thought.26

The categories of the manifest, the hidden, and the very hidden pro-
vide the context when the Dalai Lama notes that:

From the Buddhist point of view, there is a further level of reality, which 
may remain obscure to the unenlightened mind. Traditionally, a typical il-
lustration of this would be the most subtle workings of the law of karma, 
and the question of why there are so many species of beings in the world. 
Only in this category of propositions is scripture cited as a potentially cor-
rect source of authority, on the specific basis that for Buddhists, the testi-
mony of the Buddha has proven to be reliable in the examination of the 
nature of existence and the path to liberation.27

Despite its understatement, this is a crucial point. By the “most subtle 
workings of the law of karma,” the Dalai Lama refers not to the law of 
karma in general, the “natural law” according to which happiness is the 
result of virtuous deeds and suffering is the result of evil deeds; according 
to Buddhist logicians, the existence of the law of karma can be inferred 
through proper reasoning. He refers instead to the “very hidden,” that is, 
those things that are inaccessible to the direct perception and inference 
of the unenlightened, and are known only to a buddha. To understand 
such things, as noted above, one must rely on the statements of the Bud-
dha, which are recorded in the scriptures.

Perhaps a modern correlate to the colors in a peacock’s tail would  
be the DNA sequencing of a genome. The Buddhist answer to why 
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there are so many different species in the world—a question answered 
by science with the theory of natural selection—would also be the law 
of karma; the physical forms of the beings in the universe are the di-
rect results of deeds done in the past. As a famous Buddhist saying suc-
cinctly explains, “If you wish to know what you did in the past, look at 
your present body. If you wish to know what you will look like in the fu-
ture, look at your present mind.” In a certain sense, then, the questions 
that can only be answered by consulting the Buddhist scriptures are not 
only central to Buddhist doctrine; they are also central to science. As the 
Dalai Lama notes, Buddhist philosophers have argued that the Buddha 
may be confidently relied upon concerning these very subtle questions 
because he has been shown to be reliable concerning the most central 
questions: the nature of reality and the path to liberation from suffer-
ing and rebirth. In a widely quoted passage, the Madhyamaka master 
Āryadeva declares (at Catu.hśataka 12.5), “Whoever has doubts about the 
Buddha’s statements concerning the hidden, will trust only him based on 
his [teaching of ] emptiness.”28

Thus, the centrality of scripture in Buddhism is difficult to overstate. 
Significantly, when discussing the importance of experience over scrip-
tural authority in Buddhism, the Dalai Lama does not describe his own 
experience; to do so would be deemed inappropriate in a public context. 
Instead, he cites a Buddhist scripture that instructs monks on how to 
regard the scriptures of the Buddha. It is a commonly quoted passage, 
which reads: “O monks, like gold that is heated, cut, and rubbed, my 
words should be analyzed by the wise and then accepted; they should 
not do so out of reverence.”29 This passage, at least to my knowledge, has 
not been located in a sūtra, that is, in a text that the tradition ascribes to 
the Buddha. It appears instead in a famous treatise (śāstra) of late In-
dian Mahāyāna, the Tattvasa .mgraha (Compendium of Principles) by the 
eighth-century Bengali master Śāntarak.sita, known in Tibet as the “bo-
dhisattva abbot” for his efforts in founding the first Buddhist monastery 
there. A massive work of 3,646 verses in 26 chapters, it is a polemical survey  
of the philosophical positions held by a wide variety of non-Buddhist 
(and some Buddhist) schools on a number of topics or principles (tattva),  
in which Śāntarak.sita demonstrates their faults.

The famous passage about gold occurs near the end of the text. 
Śāntarak.sita is arguing that the Vedas are not a valid source of knowl-
edge, but that the word of the Buddha is. In order to claim this, he must 
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establish the possibility of a person achieving omniscience. He begins 
with the logical point that the mere fact that his Hindu opponents have 
never perceived an omniscient person does not establish the impossibil-
ity of such a person existing; indeed, the omniscient person can only be 
apprehended by another omniscient person.30 He goes on to argue that 
an omniscient person is to be judged by his or her knowledge of the truth. 
Thus, Śāntarak.sita asserts that the Buddha is omniscient not because of 
who he was but because of what he taught: anātman, the doctrine of no-
self, a doctrine unique among all teachings.31 He goes on to provide a 
fairly standard Mahāyāna list of the qualities of the Buddha and his ex-
traordinary pedagogical skills (such as those outlined in chapter 1): that 
he teaches the dharma without the slightest operation of thought, like a 
wheel set in motion;32 that he is not subject to the faults of mortal beings 
because he is beyond the cycle of rebirth and thus immortal.33

The specific context of the passage is this: Śāntarak.sitsa is mocking 
the Hindu scriptures, including the Vedas, and the teachers who taught 
them. These teachers, he says, suspected that the Vedas were false, but 
in order to hide this fault they taught them only to the brahman caste, 
because its members were particularly dull-witted. They furthermore 
declared that these texts were commandments to be accepted without 
question and never subjected to reasoning. The teachings of the buddhas, 
however, are utterly different.

Whatever is spoken by the great beings is endowed with reason; they are 
certain in their own ability to elucidate it. Without the slightest fear, the 
roar of the lion withers the arrogance of the evil tīrthikas, drunken ele-
phants, in this way: “O monks, like gold that is heated, cut, and rubbed, 
my words should be analyzed by the wise and then accepted; they should 
not do so out of reverence.”34

Thus, unlike the scriptures propounded by Hindu teachers, the teach-
ings of the buddhas are endowed with reason (yuktārthatva .m); hence the 
buddhas have no fear in setting them forth. Śāntarak.sita compares the 
Hindu teachers, called tīrthikas, to drunken elephants, intoxicated into 
falsely believing in their own authority. But their arrogance is destroyed 
when they hear the lion’s roar, a common metaphor for the Buddha’s 
teaching. Unlike the Hindu teachers, the Buddha does not fear that his 
words will be subjected to analysis. Indeed, he encourages his monks to 
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do so before accepting their authority. The lion’s roar, therefore, is not 
an instruction to analyze the words of the Buddha and then accept 
them or reject them. It is rather the Buddha’s boast, as portrayed by  
Śāntarak.sita: confident in the authority of his teachings, the Buddha 
challenges his monks to analyze his words before accepting them. He 
has no fear that they will analyze his words and then somehow decide 
not to accept them. After heating it, slicing it, and polishing it, the 
goldsmith will find that the shiny yellow metal is in fact gold.

Śāntarak.sita goes on to explain that the scriptures attributed to the 
Buddha need not have been actually spoken by him; sometimes they 
even emanate from walls. Hence, the Buddha is not to be regarded as 
the author of the sūtras; they are rather set forth under his supervision.35 
Reiterating the Buddhist view of the omniscience of the Buddha de-
scribed in chapter 1, Śāntarak.sita asserts that the Buddha comprehends 
everything that exists in a single instant, without needing to know them 
sequentially, unless that is his wish.36

The Dalai Lama explains that a fundamental attitude of Buddhism is 
the “commitment to keep searching for reality by empirical means and to 
be willing to discard accepted or long-held positions if our search finds 
the truth is different.”37 As the preceding discussion suggests, these em-
pirical means are provided in the Buddhist scriptures. This might be fur-
ther illustrated by examining the category of the three types of wisdom: 
the wisdom arising from hearing, the wisdom arising from thinking, and 
the wisdom arising from meditation.

The wisdom arising from hearing refers to the level of understand-
ing that one can gain through study; hearing in this context refers spe-
cifically to listening to Buddhist teachings, but also extends to include 
the reading of Buddhist texts. The second form of wisdom arises from 
thinking. Here thinking refers to what one would normally call medita-
tion: the understanding that results from a careful and systematic inves-
tigation of what has been studied, carried out while seated in the formal 
meditative posture. The third and highest form of wisdom is the wis-
dom arising from meditation, where meditation refers specifically to un-
derstanding conjoined with the deep level of concentration known as 
serenity (śamatha). Using this concentrated mind to understand the ab-
sence of self produces a state called insight (vipaśyanā), where the long-
held conviction that the self exists can be discarded. It is only when this 
insight is transformed into a state called yogic direct perception that 
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the seeds of future suffering can be permanently destroyed. Hearing, a 
term that reflects the Indian emphasis on sound (shared by both Hin-
duism and Buddhism), means listening to the teachings of the Buddha; 
the early disciples of the Buddha were called śrāvakas, “listeners.” The 
words of the Buddha were committed to writing to produce the Bud-
dhist scriptures. It is the study of these scriptures, rather than experience, 
that results eventually in the “wisdom arisen from hearing,” the neces-
sary prerequisite for higher meditative states. And one of the central ten-
ets of Buddhism that must be heard is the doctrine of karma.

An attraction of Buddhism to European intellectuals during the Vic-
torian period was that it presented an ethical system that did not require 
God, yet somehow seemed consistent with Darwinism. As the leading 
British scholar of Buddhism of the day, Thomas W. Rhys Davids, stated 
in his Hibbert Lectures of 1881, “And the more thorough-going the Evo-
lutionist, the more clear his vision of the long perspective of history, the 
greater will be his appreciation of the strangeness of the fact that a the-
ory so far consistent with what he holds to be true should have been pos-
sible at all in so remote a past.”38 Karma took the place of divine reward 
and retribution, and in the discourse of Buddhism and Science, karma 
would be described as a “natural law.” Thomas Huxley wrote in 1894: 
“Like the doctrine of evolution itself, that of transmigration has its roots 
in the world of reality; and it may claim such support as the great argu-
ment from analogy is capable of supplying.39

Declarations of similarity between the laws of karma and rebirth on 
the one hand and the law of natural selection on the other have been a 
commonplace since the Victorian period; each seems to be able to account  
for the creation of life-forms without recourse to a creator. But how 
compatible are karma and evolution? One of the few Buddhist voices 
to raise this question is that of the Dalai Lama: “From the Buddhist 
perspective, the idea of these mutations being purely random events is 
deeply unsatisfying for a theory that purports to explain the origin of 
life.”40

The doctrine of karma predates the appearance of the Buddha in In-
dia. The term, which simply means “action” in Sanskrit, referred espe-
cially to the performance of rituals. Ritual deeds, such as the fire sacrifice, 
were efficacious when done well, while ritual deeds that were somehow 
mishandled did not produce the desired result. The Buddha is sometimes 
credited with moving karma from the physical and ritual realm into the 
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mental and ethical realm (although such views of karma are also found 
in the Upani.sads). It is clear, however, that for the Buddha the notion of 
intention was central to his understanding of karma, and that karma was 
central to his teaching.

The most famous statement in Buddhism is not the Heart Sūtra’s dec-
laration that “form is emptiness, emptiness is form.” This is a statement 
from a Mahāyāna sūtra, and thus, although it is chanted daily in Bud-
dhist monasteries in China, Japan, Korea, and Tibet, it is not accepted 
as the word of the Buddha by the Theravāda traditions of Sri Lanka and 
Southeast Asia. Perhaps the most famous statement in Buddhism is one 
found inscribed and recited across Buddhist Asia. It is the somewhat un-
likely declaration, “For those things that have causes, he has shown their 
causes. He has also shown their cessation. Thus, has the great sage spo-
ken.” According to the traditional account, this is how one of the first 
disciples summarized the Buddha’s teaching to a passerby. The person to 
whom this statement was addressed, Śāriputra, achieved the first level of 
enlightenment simply upon hearing these words. The statement is found 
throughout the Buddhist world, from Pāli chants to tantric sādhanas, 
and was sometimes inscribed on paper and placed inside stūpas as a sub-
stitute for a relic of the Buddha. It suggests that, more than the doctrine 
of no-self or the doctrine of nirvā .na (which the statement implies with 
its reference to “cessation”), what was deemed most important about the 
Buddha’s teaching, at least in the early tradition, was his emphasis on 
causation, and that by identifying the cause of a particular effect and 
then eliminating that cause, the effect can be forever prevented. This is 
seen most clearly in the doctrine of the four truths.

The first truth declares that existence in the realm of rebirth is quali-
fied by suffering. Various forms and levels of suffering are enumerated. 
One of the most important of these is three types of suffering: the suffer
ing of pain, the suffering of change, and the suffering of conditioning. 
The suffering of pain comprises physical and mental feelings of pain. The 
suffering of change comprises physical and mental feelings of pleasure; 
the Buddhist claim is that all feelings of worldly pleasure will eventu-
ally turn into pain. The suffering of conditioning is the most subtle form 
of suffering: it is the fact that beings in the cycle of rebirth are so condi-
tioned as to be susceptible to suffering in the next instant.

All suffering is the result of negative deeds and the negative men-
tal states (kleśa) that motivate them. These constitute the second of the 
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four truths, the truth of origin. Physical, verbal, and mental deeds mo-
tivated by negative emotions such as desire, hatred, and ignorance pro-
duce suffering in the future, both in the present life and in future lives. 
Indeed, all feelings of physical and mental pain are the result of deeds 
performed in the past. Thus, suffering is produced by negative deeds, 
negative deeds are motivated by the negative mental states of desire and 
hatred, and desire and hatred are produced by ignorance, the belief in a 
permanent and autonomous self. If ignorance can be destroyed, desire 
and hatred become impossible. Without desire and hatred, no negative 
deeds are performed. Without negative deeds, there is no karma to pro-
duce future suffering. “For those things that have causes, he has shown 
their causes. He has also shown their cessation.” That cessation of suffer-
ing is the third truth, the truth of cessation. The fourth truth is the path 
to that cessation.

In Buddhism, therefore, karma is the engine of the cycle of exist-
ence. According to the classical formulations of the Abhidharma, the 
past deeds of the beings reborn there create their experiences of pleasure 
and pain, the bodies and minds that undergo those experiences, and the 
physical domains that those beings inhabit. Without karma, the cycle of 
existence would cease to exist. And its cessation, called nirvā .na, is the ul-
timate goal of Buddhist practice. The precise relation between the path 
and the goal preoccupied Buddhist thinkers across Asia.

The cycle of rebirth called sa .msāra and the myriad sufferings that oc-
cur there are the raison d’être for the Buddha’s teaching. It was what mo-
tivated the prince to leave the palace, to practice austerities for six years, 
to achieve enlightenment, and to teach the dharma. Suffering and re-
birth are the products of karma. If the forms of life on earth, the animal 
and human species, are instead shown to be the result of evolution, of a 
process of natural selection, karma becomes superfluous and rebirth be-
comes impossible.

Darwin’s theory of evolution thus presents particular problems for Bud-
dhism because it obviates the law of karma. This is why the Dalai Lama 
raises questions about natural selection and what he calls “the emergence 
of human consciousness.” As he explains in The Universe in a Single Atom, 
the classic proof of rebirth is provided by the seventh-century philoso-
pher Dharmakīrti. In his most famous work, the Pramā.navārttika (Com-
mentary on Valid Knowledge), he argues that cause and effect must be 
of the same substance; a seed is the same substance as the sprout it pro-
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duces, a pot is the same substance as the clay from which it is produced. 
It is a fundamental tenet of Buddhist philosophy that mind and matter, 
although closely related in many ways, are substantially different, such 
that mind cannot be produced from matter. As the Dalai Lama states, 
“According to Buddhism, though consciousness and matter can and do 
contribute toward the origination of each other, one can never become 
the substantial cause of the other.”41 Consciousness is the product of 
consciousness. The present moment of consciousness is the product of a 
previous moment of consciousness. The consciousness of a newborn in-
fant is the product of the consciousness of the infant in the womb. The 
consciousness in the womb is the product of the consciousness present 
at the moment of conception. The consciousness present at the moment 
of conception is the product of the consciousness at the moment prior to 
conception. That moment of consciousness can only come from a previ-
ous lifetime. Hence, according to Dharmakīrti, rebirth has been proved. 
Furthermore, in Buddhism rebirth, and hence consciousness, has no  
beginning.

As the Dalai Lama notes, the Buddha is said to have refused to an-
swer questions about origins and end points; such concerns are counted 
among the fourteen questions, called the “unindicated views” (avyāk.rta),  
to which the Buddha remained silent. His silence is widely interpreted: 
some say that he did not answer because such questions are irrelevant 
to the immediate task of liberation from rebirth; some say that he did 
not answer because an answer of yes or no could be misconstrued; some 
say that the questions themselves had ontological implications that the 
Buddha did not accept. This places the Buddhist thinker in a difficult 
position regarding neurobiological investigations of the origin and na-
ture of consciousness. The Dalai Lama writes, “But assuming mind is 
reducible to matter leaves a huge explanatory gap. How do we explain 
the emergence of consciousness? What marks the transition from non-
sentient to sentient beings? A model of increasing complexity based on 
evolution through natural selection is simply a descriptive hypothesis, a 
kind of euphemism for ‘mystery,’ and not a satisfactory explanation.”42 In 
Buddhism, consciousness does not emerge; it has no beginning. There is 
no transition from nonsentient to sentient beings; since mind and mat-
ter are substantially different, the nonsentient cannot become sentient.

This may be one reason why the Dalai Lama expresses such caution 
on the issue of cloning, which wreaks havoc upon Buddhist doctrines 
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of karma and rebirth. Perhaps the closest analog to cloning in Bud-
dhist doctrine is the magical power of emanation, by which buddhas 
and highly advanced bodhisattvas create multiple forms of themselves 
in order to serve suffering sentient beings. But these multiple forms all 
remain aspects of the same person. And although buddhas can appear 
in whatever form is appropriate to benefit the world—animate or inani-
mate—it is difficult to imagine a situation in which the Buddha would 
appear as a sheep.

Buddhist doctrine rejects the existence of a permanent, partless, inde-
pendent self, but maintains the category of the person. That is, each sen-
tient being is an individual stream, a combination of mind and matter, 
accumulating karma and experiencing its fruits over the course of bil-
lions of lifetimes, until (according to some schools) each of those streams 
of mind and matter becomes a buddha. With this view of the person, 
what would occur when an animal was cloned?

According to the law of karma, experiences are the result of past 
deeds. Would a cloned sentient being carry the same karma as the orig-
inal sentient being? Would they have identical experiences? If so, two 
sheep, the original and the clone, should feel frisky or sleepy at the same 
time, should get hungry at the same time, should get shorn at the same 
time, should give birth to identical lambs at the same time, should go to 
the slaughter at the same time. But the clone had to grow from a lamb 
in order to become identical in form to her original. Does this mean that 
there would be a time lag in these experiences? One might also specu-
late about what the first sheep did in a past life that resulted in its being 
cloned. Was it a good deed or a bad deed? Perhaps these are the kinds of 
questions that the Buddha said “tend not to edification.”

The Dalai Lama speaks of the “limits of scientific knowledge” regard-
ing questions of the nature of consciousness, questions that are central 
to the Buddhist doctrines of karma and rebirth; for him rebirth is some-
thing that science has not found, but also has not found to be nonexist-
ent. He is critical of the theory of natural selection on two counts. First, 
the random nature of mutations is at odds with the doctrine of karma, 
which he defends at several points: “From the scientific view, the the-
ory of karma may be a metaphysical assumption—but it is no more so 
than the assumption that all of life is material and originated out of pure 
chance. . . . I believe that karma can have a central role in understanding 
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the origination of what Buddhism calls ‘sentience,’ through the media of 
energy and consciousness.”43

Second, the Dalai Lama finds fault with the theory of natural selec-
tion because the competition for reproduction it postulates seems to pre-
clude the possibility of altruism; he sees a danger in human beings being 
“reduced to nothing more than biological machines, the products of pure 
chance in the random combination of genes, with no purpose other than 
the biological imperative of reproduction.”44 Without karma, there can 
be no rebirth. Without rebirth, there is no realm of sa .msāra. Without 
sa .msāra, there is no compassion, or at least the extraordinary compassion 
of the bodhisattva, who vows to liberate all beings in the universe from 
the sufferings of the realm of rebirth. It was compassion that motivated 
the Buddha to perfect himself over millions of lifetimes. It is compas-
sion that defines the Dalai Lama as the incarnation of Avalokiteśvara, 
the bodhisattva of compassion, who enters a human womb in order to be 
reborn among humans, not by chance but by choice.

Thus, the Dalai Lama speaks repeatedly of a “fruitful collaboration” 
between Buddhism and Science. He is willing to concede the scien-
tific view on almost all questions of cosmology. At the same time, he 
holds firmly to the doctrine of karma and the immaterial nature of con-
sciousness. He clearly feels that there are questions crucial to scientific 
exploration to which Buddhism can contribute. Indeed, he seems to an-
ticipate a kind of “paradigm shift,” one that will confirm what he sees as 
the fundamental truths of Buddhism. In Mahāyāna Buddhism, the dyad 
of wisdom and compassion is consistently described as central to the 
achievement of enlightenment. The Dalai Lama seems to describe a new 
Buddhism, one that retains compassion as it primary motivation, but 
adds the discoveries of modern science to the wisdom needed to complete  
the long path to buddhahood—something presumably not needed by 
premodern aspirants to the state of unsurpassed perfect enlightenment.

It is as if having successfully won the battle against the Christian mis-
sionaries a century ago, Buddhism must now accommodate the find-
ings of modern science if it is not to be dismissed as an anachronism. As 
Gendun Chopel wrote in 1941, “Having become an open-minded per-
son who sees the important and unimportant, you should strive to ensure 
the survival of the teaching [Buddhism], so that it remains together with 
the ways of the new reasoning. . . . Please pray that the two, this modern 
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reasoning of science and the ancient teachings of the Buddha, abide to-
gether for tens of thousands of years.”

This is a prayer for a new Buddhism. But what is to become of the 
old Buddhism? Nowhere in The Universe in a Single Atom does the term 
nirvā.na appear. Rebirth is mentioned, but not the six places of rebirth: 
as gods, demigods, humans, animals, ghosts, and hell beings. Where are 
the deities who animate the landscape and the divine protectors whom 
the Dalai Lama consults when making a momentous decision? Where 
is the Buddha’s relentless disparagement of the cycle of rebirth, a world 
in which beings are so conditioned as to be susceptible to suffering in the 
next instant, a world with sufferings so vast and deep that when describ-
ing them the Dalai Lama will sometimes cover his head with his monk’s 
robe and weep? Where is the uncompromising assertion that this world 
is built by ignorance, a world that ultimately is not to be improved, but 
from which one must seek to escape, along with all other beings, with 
the urgency that a person whose hair is ablaze seeks to douse the flames? 
Where is the insistence that meditation is not intended to induce relax-
ation but rather a vital transformation of one’s vision of reality? Is this 
Buddhism placed at risk by the compulsion to find convergences with 
Science, this Buddhism that makes the radical claim that it is possible 
to live in the world untainted by what are called the eight worldly con-
cerns: gain and loss, fame and disgrace, praise and blame, happiness and 
sorrow? These are the teachings that the greatest Buddhist thinkers, fig-
ures such as Nāgārjuna and Dharmakīrti, accepted implicitly. These are 
the teachings that the Dalai Lama has offered with unrivaled eloquence 
for so long.
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4

the science of buddhism

Harold Fielding-Hall (1859–1917) was a British officer in the Third Anglo- 
Burmese War, during which Burma was annexed by Great Britain. After 
the war, he remained in Burma as a local district magistrate, serving from 
1887 to 1891. Upon his return to Britain, Fielding-Hall published The Soul 
of a People, a book about Burmese Buddhism, where he writes:

At first sight it seems that of all creeds none is so full of miracle, so teem-
ing with the supernatural, as Buddhism, which is, indeed, the very reverse 
of the truth. For to the supernatural Buddhism owes nothing at all. It is 
in its very essence opposed to all that goes beyond what we see of earthly 
laws, and miracle is never used as evidence of the truth of any dogma or 
of any doctrine.

If every supernatural occurrence were wiped clean out of the chroni-
cles of faith, Buddhism would, even to the least understanding of its fol-
lowers, remain exactly where it is. Not in one jot or tittle would it suffer in 
the authority of its teaching.1

Despite living for years in a country where Buddhist practice, Bud-
dhist monks, and Buddhist institutions played such a central role, 
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Fielding-Hall could claim that in Buddhism there was no prayer, no cer-
emonial, “no praise, no thanksgiving of any kind.”2 This could have oc-
curred only because, by the time that Fielding-Hall published his book, 
the Buddha had been transformed from stone idol into a man of flesh 
and blood, an earnest seeker of the truth. In a sense, the stone Buddha of 
India, where Buddhism was long extinct, had been brought to unnatu-
ral life by a strange process of scientific reanimation; the dead was made 
living by a new science. This new Buddha, the Buddha of Fielding-Hall 
and of his fellow Victorians, was vivified by European scholarship, the 
academic study of Buddhism or, as it was called in those days, “the scien-
tific study of Buddhism.” It was this Western science, fueled by the study 
of dead languages, that built a Buddha whose teachings could be com-
patible with science. Indeed, Fielding-Hall hails him as “this Newton of 
the spiritual world.”3

The story of the European encounter with, and adoption of, the Bud-
dha is too long to tell here. However, to understand the process of Bud-
dhism’s confluence with Science, it is important to have some sense of 
how the Buddha of that Buddhism came to be. The story will begin in 
Oxford in the late nineteenth century and then go back in time to Kath-
mandu and Paris in the first half of that century, before returning to 
England and a politely rancorous exchange between two leading figures 
in the Victorian representation of Buddhism, published in the pages of a 
periodical appropriately named The Nineteenth Century.

In 1888 two of the most significant figures in the modern history of 
Buddhism met in Oxford. The first was Friedrich Max Müller (1823–
1900), professor of comparative philology and the most famous orien-
talist of the nineteenth century. Müller was a German-born Sanskritist 
who spent most of his life in England, devoting his considerable tal-
ents to what he regarded as his life’s work, and for which he is perhaps 
least remembered: the production of a critical edition of the Rig Veda, 
a task that had been assigned to him by his Sanskrit teacher in Paris, 
Eugène Burnouf. In 1860 Müller was denied the Boden Professorship 
in Sanskrit, presumably because he was neither English nor Anglican 
(and this was the only sense in which he was a Nonconformist), in favor 
of Monier-Williams (1819–1899), his linguistic inferior, whose Sanskrit 
studies were motivated largely by his commitment to the conversion of 
India to Christianity. But another professorship was created for Müller, 
and from it he produced a prodigious scholarly deposit, including, most 
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notably for the public, the fifty-volume Sacred Books of the East series  
in 1894.

Ten of its forty-nine volumes were devoted to Buddhist works. Re-
flecting the opinion of the day that Pāli texts of the Theravāda tradition 
represented the most accurate record of what the Buddha taught, seven 
of these volumes were devoted to Pāli works. Among other Indian texts, 
Aśvagho.sa’s famous life of the Buddha appeared twice, translated in one 
volume from Sanskrit and in another from Chinese. The Lotus Sūtra was 
included in another volume. The final volume of the series, entitled Bud-
dhist Mahāyāna Texts, contains such famous works as the Diamond Sūtra, 
the Heart Sūtra, and the three Pure Land sūtras. The presence of this ar-
ray of Buddhist texts in Müller’s series attested to the philological skills 
developed by European orientalists over the course of the nineteenth 
century. At his home in Oxford in 1888, Müller entertained the Ameri-
can Theosophist Colonel Henry Steel Olcott (1832–1907).

Although already described in the introduction, let me briefly reiter-
ate something of Olcott’s life and works here. Raised in a Presbyterian 
family in New Jersey, Olcott developed an interest in spiritualism at an 
early age. He served in the Union army during the American Civil War 
and subsequently was appointed to the commission that investigated 
the assassination of Lincoln. Working as a journalist in New York City, 
he occasionally reported on “spiritualism,” the beliefs and practices con-
nected with communicating with the spirits of the dead—something 
very much in vogue in the last half of the nineteenth century. In 1874 he 
made a trip to Chittenden, Vermont, to investigate paranormal events 
occurring in a farmhouse belonging to the Eddy brothers, who were 
said to be able to summon several spirits, including that of an Indian 
chief named Santum. There he met the Russian émigré and medium 
Helena Petrovna Blavatsky (1831–1891). Their shared interest in spiritual-
ism, psychic phenomena, and esoteric wisdom led them in 1875 to found 
in New York the Theosophical Society, an organization that would bring 
the teachings of the Buddha, at least as interpreted by the society, to a 
large audience in Europe and America over the subsequent decades. For 
Blavatsky and Olcott, Theosophy was an ancient wisdom that was the 
root and foundation of the world’s mystical traditions. This wisdom had 
been dispensed over the millennia by a group of Atlantean masters called 
mahatmas, or “great souls.” In the modern period, these masters had 
congregated in a secret location in Tibet. Madame Blavatsky claimed to 
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have studied under their tutelage over the course of seven years there and 
to have remained in psychic communication with them.

Having corresponded with the Hindu reformer and founder of the 
Arya Samaj, Swami Dayanda Saraswati (1824–1883), Blavatsky and Olcott  
sailed to India, arriving in Bombay in 1879. Wishing also to establish ties 
with Buddhist leaders, they proceeded the next year to Ceylon, where 
they took the vows of a lay Buddhist; Olcott was presumably the first 
American to do so. He enthusiastically embraced his new faith, which 
he felt contained no dogma that he was compelled to accept. Shocked 
at what he perceived as the ignorance of the Sinhalese about their own 
religion, Olcott took it as his task to restore true Buddhism to Ceylon 
and to counter the efforts of the Christian missionaries on the island. 
In order to accomplish this aim, he adopted many of the missionaries’ 
techniques, founding lay and monastic branches of the Buddhist Theo-
sophical Society to disseminate Buddhist knowledge (and later assisting 
in the founding of the Young Men’s Buddhist Association). In 1881 he 
published A Buddhist Catechism, a series of questions and answers about 
Buddhism. The work was translated into Sinhalese and memorized by 
Sri Lankan children.

In 1885 Olcott set out on a mission to heal the schism he perceived 
between “the Northern and Southern Churches,” that is, between the 
Buddhists of Ceylon and Burma (Southern) and those of China and 
Japan (Northern). He believed that a great rift had occurred in Bud-
dhism twenty-three hundred years earlier, and that if he could simply 
have representatives of the Buddhist nations agree to a list of shared 
doctrines, it might be possible to create a “United Buddhist World.” He 
was unsuccessful in the first attempt, but set out again in 1891, armed 
with a list of “fourteen items of belief ” (he also referred to them as “Fun-
damental Buddhistic Beliefs”). He traveled to Burma, Sri Lanka, and 
Japan, where he negotiated with Buddhist leaders until he could find 
terms to which they could assent. The third of the fourteen beliefs, ac-
cording to an 1894 version, is “The truths upon which the Dharma is 
founded are scientific. They have, we believe, been taught in successive 
ages (kalpas), or prehistoric epochs, by certain fully illuminated beings 
defined as human Buddhas (manushi-buddha).”4 Olcott’s conviction that 
there was a single Buddhism to which all Buddhists of Asia could attest 
would come to underlie much of the Buddhism and Science discourse. 
Indeed, it is important to note that one of the first forms of Science 
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with which Buddhism was said to be compatible was the science of  
Theosophy.

When Olcott visited Müller at his home in Oxford in 1888, Olcott 
was in the midst of his campaign for a United Buddhist World, while 
seeking also to mediate persistent squabbles within the Thesophical So-
ciety. He describes their meeting in his diary:

Professor Müller was so kind as to say that the Oriental reprinting, trans-
lation, and publishing portion of the Society’s work was “noble, and there 
could be no two opinions about it, nor were there among Orientalists.” 
But as for our more cherished activities, the discovery and spread of an-
cient views on the existence of Siddhas and of the siddhis in man, he was 
utterly incredulous. “We know all about Sanskrit and Sanskrit literature,” 
he said, “and have found no evidence anywhere of the pretended esoteric 
meaning which your Theosophists profess to have discovered in the Ve-
das, the Upanishads, and other Indian scriptures: there is nothing of the 
kind, I assure you. Why will you sacrifice all the good opinion which 
scholars have of your legitimate work for Sanskrit revival to pander to the 
superstitious belief of the Hindus in such follies?” We sat alone in his fine 
library room, well lighted by windows looking out on one of those emer-
ald, velvety lawns so peculiar in moist England; the walls of the chamber 
covered with bookcases filled with the best works of ancient and modern 
writers, two marble statuettes of the Buddha sitting in meditation, placed 
to the right and left of the fireplace, but on the hearth (Buddhists take 
note) [.] . . . I see this greatest pupil of that pioneer genius, E. Burnouf, 
sitting there and giving me his authoritative advice to turn from the evil 
course of Theosophy into the hard and rocky path of official scholarship, 
and be happy to lie down in a thistle-bed prepared by Orientalists for 
their common use. . . . The Professor, finding me so self-opinionated and 
indisposed to desert my true colors, said we had better change the subject. 
We did, but not for long, for we came back to it, and we finally agreed to 
disagree, parting in all courtesy, and, on my part, with regret that so great 
a mind could not have taken in that splendid teaching of the Sages about 
man and his powers, which is of all in the world the most satisfying to the 
reason and most consoling to the heart.5

In his letter of thanks, Olcott asked that Müller consider moving 
the Buddha images that sat on the hearth in his study to a more exalted  
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position, explaining that “the Buddhists are very sensitive about such 
things, and a painful impression would be made upon the mind of any 
sincere person of that faith, if he should call at your house and see them 
in your fireplace.” Müller’s wife reports that her husband “endeavoured 
to comfort Col. Olcott, by assuring him that with the Greeks the hearth 
was the most sacred spot, and this had induced him to place these Bud-
dhas, which had been taken from the great Temple of Rangoon, in that 
position.”6

This is a telling exchange. Although both were leading expositors of 
Buddhism, Max Müller and Henry Steel Olcott occupied different po-
sitions and inhabited different worlds: Müller, German expatriate and 
Oxford don, distinguished Sanskrit scholar (and student of the great 
Burnouf ) who read Buddhist manuscripts in the original Sanskrit and 
Pāli, remembered today as the father of the “Science of Religion”; Olcott, 
American expatriate, committed Theosophist with no formal training in 
the classical languages of Buddhism. Olcott had traveled extensively in 
the Buddhist world and met with many leading monks; he is remem-
bered today as the founder of a Victorian “spiritual science.” Müller 
never traveled beyond Europe, and Buddhists were unlikely to call at his 
house; among the few Buddhists he encountered were Japanese scholars 
of the Pure Land sect who came to Oxford to study Sanskrit. Müller was 
the scholar par excellence, concerned with the historical reconstruction  
of the original teachings of Hinduism and Buddhism. Olcott was the 
devotee and enthusiast, less concerned with the form or even the surface 
content of the ancient texts, seeing them instead as repositories, when 
their symbolism was decoded, of the esoteric wisdom of Theosophy. 
Müller sought to dispel Olcott’s irrational fantasies. Olcott lamented 
that so learned a scholar as Müller could not see the deeper meaning 
hidden on the page.

Olcott was not uncritical of the Buddhism he encountered in Asia. 
He came into conflict with some of the leading monks of Sri Lanka over 
what he considered the superstitious practice of worshipping the Bud-
dha’s tooth enshrined at Kandy; he claimed that it was not even a human 
tooth but a piece of deer horn. But he was not insensitive to Buddhist 
mores. Olcott knew from his years in Sri Lanka and his travels elsewhere 
in Asia that it was deeply offensive to allow anything associated with the 
dharma to touch the floor; one would not place a sūtra on the floor, for 
example, and one would never place a statue of the Buddha on the floor. 
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As a representation of an exalted being, the image of the Buddha must 
also be exalted. Despite his protestations to the Sinhalese about the ex-
cessive ritualism of their Buddhism, he nonetheless possessed a cultural 
sensibility, according to which an image of the Buddha was to be treated 
with the respect that a Buddhist would accord to it, whether that image 
was in a temple in Rangoon or a private home in Oxford.

In his response, Müller casually notes that the statues of the Buddha 
in his hearth indeed came from “the great temple of Rangoon” (presum-
ably the Shwedagon). It is unclear whether they were pillaged during the 
First Anglo-Burmese War, when British troops captured and held the 
temple for two years, or during the Second, when British troops captured 
the temple in 1852; it then remained under the control of the military un-
til 1929. Such was the confidence of the British Empire that Müller was 
not reluctant to acknowledge, tacitly, that the statues had been stolen 
from a Buddhist temple.

The more interesting element of Müller’s response is that he had 
placed the statues of the Buddha on the floor because “with the Greeks 
the hearth was the most sacred spot.” The comment sounds slightly dis-
ingenuous, but its implication is important. For Müller, the Buddha, re-
moved from Asia and transported to England, is not Asian and therefore 
need not be bound by Asian custom. The Buddha is a figure of Euro-
pean culture, like a Greek god; and as the newest member of this ancient 
pantheon from which Western civilization emerged, he should be wor-
shipped accordingly.

The Buddha’s place in this pantheon is crucial to the discourse of 
Buddhism and Science. How, then, did he get there? Müller was a some-
time participant and active eyewitness in this process of the Buddha’s as-
cension. But the story begins long before his time.

In 1290 Marco Polo was making his way back to Venice after his 
years at the court of the great Kublai Khan. On the voyage west, his ship 
stopped in Sri Lanka, where he was told of a mountain at whose summit 
was a tomb. He writes:

And I tell you that on this mountain is the sepulchre of Adam our first 
parent; at least that is what the Saracens say. But the Idolaters say that it is 
the sepulchre of Sagamoni Borcan, before whose time there were no idols. 
They hold him to be the best of men, a great saint, in fact, according to 
their fashion, and he was the first in whose name idols were made.7
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Marco Polo is describing what is known as Adam’s Peak, where there is 
no sepulcher but there are footprints, which the Muslims indeed claim 
to be those of Adam, and the Buddhists claim to be those of Śākyamuni 
Buddha, to whom Marco Polo refers by the Mongol version of his name. 
His account goes on to describe the famous story of Prince Siddhārtha’s 
chariot rides that led him to renounce the world and set out on the path 
to enlightenment. He concludes, “And there he did abide, leading a life 
of great hardship and sanctity, and keeping great abstinence, just as if 
he had been a Christian. Indeed, and he had but been so, he would have 
been a great saint of Our Lord Jesus Christ, so good and pure was the 
life he led.”8

Marco Polo’s account was just one of many descriptions of the Bud-
dha made by various European adventurers, diplomats, and missionar-
ies prior to the nineteenth century, marked by varying degrees of what 
we would today judge as accuracy. He is usually described as an idol, and 
he is called by many names: Sagamoni Borcan, Xaca, Sommona Codom, 
Fo, Khodom, Boodhoo. It is only in the early eighteenth century that 
the conclusion began to be widely drawn that these names somehow 
referred to the same god, and that he may have been a historical figure. 
We read in volume 15 of Diderot and d’Alembert’s Encyclopédie, ou Dic-
tionnaire raisonné des sciences, des artes et des métiers, published in 1765, this 
entry on Siaka (that is, Śākya[muni], the “sage of the Śākya clan,” one of 
the epithets of the Buddha). It is categorized under “Modern History of 
Superstition.”

siaka, religion of, (Hist. mod. Superstition) this religion, which is estab-
lished in Japan, has as its founder Siaka or Xaca, who is also called Budso, 
& his religion Budsodoism. It is believed that the buds or the siaka of the 
Japanese is the same as the foë of the Chinese, & the visnou, the buda or 
putza of the Indians, the sommonacodum of the Siamese; for it seems cer-
tain that this religion came originally from the Indies to Japan, where 
they previously only professed the religion of the sintos.9

A century later, much had changed. In 1862 Max Müller published a 
review of Barthélemy Saint-Hilaire’s Le Bouddha et sa religion. It was a 
long review, over fifty pages in length, and Müller used it as an occasion 
to survey the development of Buddhist studies in the previous decades of 
the nineteenth century. In the course of his survey, he describes the San-
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skrit manuscripts that Brian Houghton Hodgson (1800–1894), British 
Resident at the Court of Nepal, had discovered in Kathmandu and then 
dispatched to Calcutta, London, and Paris. Müller notes that the texts 
elicited little immediate interest in Calcutta and London:

At Paris, however, these Buddhist MSS. fell into the hands of Burnouf. 
Unappalled by their size and tediousness, he set to work, and it was not 
long before he discovered their extreme importance. After seven years of 
careful study, Burnouf published, in 1844, his “Introduction à l’Histoire 
du Buddhisme.” It is this work which laid the foundation for a systematic 
study of the religion of Buddha. Though acknowledging the great value 
of the researches made in the Buddhist literatures of Thibet, Mongolia, 
China, and Ceylon, Burnouf showed that Buddhism, being of Indian ori-
gin, ought to be studied first of all in the original Sanskrit documents pre-
served in Nepal. Though he modestly called his work an “Introduction to 
the History of Indian Buddhism,” there are few points of importance on 
which his industry has not brought together the most valuable evidence, 
and his genius shed a novel and brilliant light. The death of Burnouf in 
1851 [sic] put an end to a work which, if finished according to the plan 
sketched out by the author in the preface, would have been the most per-
fect monument of oriental scholarship.10

Müller here summarizes a long and fascinating story about events 
that occurred over just eight years (1837–44) and that involved just two 
men, one English, one French; one, not in India, but Kathmandu, the 
other in Paris; two men who never met, two men who are rarely remem-
bered today and almost never read, but who determined to a great extent 
the referent of the English word Buddhism. It is, at least to some degree, 
one of those forgotten tales from the annals of antiquarian scholarship 
that post-orientalist orientalists should regard with a certain degree of 
suspicion. However, it raises, at least implicitly, important questions for 
any history of the discourse of Buddhism and Science.

To set the stage, let me briefly describe the state of scholarly knowl-
edge of Buddhism at the beginning of the nineteenth century. As de-
scribed in chapter 2, the famous British Indologist Sir William Jones 
(1746–1794) had sought to establish a “Chronology of the Hindus” based 
on his study of Indian myths, particularly those about the incarnations  
of the god Vi.s .nu. Jones, like other scholars of the day, assumed the  
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accuracy of the “Mosaic Chronology,” the history of the world set forth 
in the Bible, and thus was fascinated by Hindu myths of a great flood, 
which he saw as confirmation of the biblical account. He learned from 
Hindu pundits that the Buddha was (along with K.r.s .na and Rāma) an 
incarnation of Vi.s .nu, and was revered for his condemnation of animal 
sacrifice. But Jones was unsure of where the Buddha had come from. 
In a lecture delivered in 1786, he speculated that the Buddha had come 
from Ethiopia, pointing to physiognomic similarities between Ethiopi-
ans and statues of the Buddha he had seen in India, especially the curly 
hair. Jones’s theory of an African origin of the Buddha persisted into the 
first decades of the nineteenth century. In 1819 the French scholar Jean-
Pierre Abel-Rémusat (1788–1832) published an article disputing Jones’s 
view, entitled “Sur quelques épithètes descriptives de Bouddha qui font 
voir que Bouddha n’appartenait pas à la race nègre” (On Some Descrip-
tive Epithets of Buddha Showing That Buddha Did Not Belong to the 
Black Race).11

The national origin of the Buddha, now identified as the founder of 
Boudhism (a term that first appears in English in 1801), was thus one 
of the topics that occupied the scholars of the day. Officers of the East 
India Company also surmised from statues and inscriptions that Bud-
dhism had existed in India. Even at this early date, when so little was 
understood about Buddhism, some saw a profound difference between 
it and Hinduism. In a lecture describing the cave temples at Ellora, pre-
sented to the Literary Society of Bombay on November 2, 1813, William 
Erskine observed:

The religion of the Bouddhists differs very greatly from that of the Brah-
mins; as in the latter, God is introduced everywhere, —in the former, he is 
introduced no where. The gods of the Brahmins pervade and animate all 
nature; the god of the Bouddhists, like the god of the Epicureans, remains 
in repose, quite unconcerned about human affairs, and therefore is not 
the object of worship. With them there is no intelligent divine being who 
judges of human actions as good or bad, and rewards or punishes them as 
such; —this indeed is practically the same as having no God. . . .

As all the ideas of this religion relate to men, and as no incarnations 
or transformations of superior beings are recorded, it is obvious that 
in their temples we can expect to find no unnatural images, no figures 
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compounded of man and beast, no monsters with many hands or many 
heads.12

But these early scholars, amateur and professional, did not know when 
or how Buddhism arose. In addition to the question of where the Bud-
dha had come from, one of the other great questions of the day thus was: 
which came first, Buddhism or Brahmanism (as Hinduism was then re-
ferred to)? The argument in favor of the priority of Buddhism was one 
based on reason: simplicity precedes complexity. Buddhism taught that 
the world was uncreated and that souls were mortal, whereas Brahman-
ism taught divine creation and the immortality of the soul. The primitive 
views of Buddhism could not have taken hold once the more advanced 
views of the brahmans were in place. Therefore, Buddhism must have 
come first.13 A historical foundation was claimed for the opposite view. 
As one young scholar explained in 1836, “Buddhism (to hazard a char-
acter in a few words), is monastic asceticism in morals, philosophical 
scepticism in religion; and whilst ecclesiastical history all over the world 
affords abundant instances of such a state of things resulting from gross 
abuse of the religious sanction, that ample chronicle gives us no one in-
stance of it as a primitive system of belief.”14

That statement came from Brian Houghton Hodgson. He was born 
into a well-connected but impoverished Derbyshire family in 1801, one 
of seven children. At age fifteen he gained admission to Haileybury, the 
college that had been established by the East India Company in 1806 
to train its future officials. He excelled at Bengali, Persian, Hindi, po-
litical economy, and classics. Following the standard curriculum of the 
company, after two years at Haileybury he went to the College of Fort 
William in Calcutta to continue his studies. Once in India, he imme-
diately began to suffer liver problems and was told by a physician that 
his options were three: “six feet under, resign the service or get a hill ap-
pointment.” He opted for the latter and was posted to a hill station in 
Kumaon, a region annexed by the British in the Himalayan foothills, be-
fore being assigned to Kathmandu as Assistant Resident to the Court of 
Nepal. As a consequence of the 1814–16 Gurkha War, the Nepalese court 
had been forced to accept a British Resident, but did so reluctantly, and 
restricted the movements of the British legation to the Kathmandu val-
ley. With nothing better to do, Hodgson turned to Buddhism; although 
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long dead in India, it still flourished in the Newar community of the 
Kathmandu valley. In a letter of August 11, 1827, to Dr. Nathaniel Wallich, 
Hodgson described how he came to undertake his studies:

Soon after my arrival in Nipál (now six years ago), I began to devise means 
of procuring some accurate information relative to Buddhism: for, though 
the regular investigation of such a subject was foreign to my pursuits, my 
respect for science in general led me cheerfully to avail myself of the op-
portunity afforded, by my residence in a Bauddha country, for collecting 
and transmitting to Calcutta the materials for such investigation. There 
were, however, serious obstacles in my way, arising out of the jealousy of 
the people in regard to any profanation of their sacred things by an Euro-
pean, and yet more, resulting from Chinese notions of policy adopted by 
this government. I nevertheless persevered; and time, patience, and dex-
terous applications to the superior intelligence of the chief minister, at 
length rewarded my toils.

My first object was to ascertain the existence or otherwise of Baud-
dha Scriptures in Nipál; and to this end I privately instituted inquiries in 
various directions, in the course of which the reputation for knowledge 
of an old Bauddha residing in the city of Pátan, drew one of my people 
to his abode. This old man assured me that Nipál contained many large 
works relating to Buddhism; and of some of these he gave me a list. Sub-
sequently, when better acquainted, he volunteered to procure me copies 
of them. His list gradually enlarged as his confidence increased; and at 
length, chiefly through his kindness, and his influence with this brethren 
in the Bauddha faith, I was enabled to procure and transmit to Calcutta a 
large collection of important Bauddha scriptures.

Meanwhile, as the Pátan Bauddha seemed very intelligent, and my cu-
riosity was excited, I proposed to him (about four years ago) a set of ques-
tions, which I desired he would answer from his books. He did so; and 
these questions and answers form the text of the paper which I herewith 
forward. . . . Having in his answers quoted sundry slókas in proof of his 
statements; and many of the scriptures whence these were taken being 
now in my possession, I was tempted to try the truth of his quotations. 
Of that, my research gave me in general satisfactory proof. But the pos-
session of the books led to questions respecting their relative age and au-
thority; and, tried by this test, the Bauddha’s quotations were not always 
so satisfactory. Thus one step led to another, until I conceived the idea of 
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drawing up, with the aid of my old friend and his books, a sketch of the 
terminology and general disposition of the external parts of Buddhism, in 
the belief that such a sketch, though but imperfectly executed, would be of 
some assistance to such of my countrymen as, with the books only before 
them, might be disposed to enter into a full and accurate investigation of 
this almost unknown subject.15

Hodgson, age twenty-six at the time, employs the language of sci-
ence. Finding himself in a Buddhist country, he determines to collect 
specimens of Buddhism and send them back to Europe for analysis. He 
describes here what would be his two most important contributions to 
Buddhist studies. The first is a paper he read in 1828, “Sketch of Bud-
dhism, derived from the Bauddha Scriptures of Nipál.” Although pub-
lished at such an early age, it (together with a second paper from the 
same period16) was among the most widely read papers on Buddhism in 
the nineteenth century. It was noteworthy for several reasons, including 
that it was written, as Hodgson describes, in cooperation with “the old 
Bauddha,” the old Buddhist, whose name was Am.rtānanda, the lead-
ing Newar scholar of Buddhism of the day. Hodgson’s “Sketch” is all but 
forgotten now, and not entirely without reason, reasons to which we will 
return.17

Hodgson’s other great deed was his collection and distribution of 
materials for the scientific investigation of Buddhism, in the form of 
Sanskrit manuscripts. As he reports, in 1824 he began accumulating Bud-
dhist works in Sanskrit (and Tibetan18) and dispatching them around the 
world, beginning with the gift of 66 manuscripts to the library of the 
College of Fort William in 1827 and continuing until 1845: 94 to the Li-
brary of the Asiatic Society of Bengal, 79 to the Royal Asiatic Society, 36 
to the India Office Library, 7 to the Bodleian Library of the University of 
Oxford, 88 to the Société Asiatique, and later 59 more to Paris. A total of 
423 works were provided. They were largely ignored. The texts he sent to 
Calcutta were not even catalogued until 1882. Paris was the only destina-
tion where the Buddhist manuscripts received any attention.

Before turning to the reception and their recipient in Paris, we should 
briefly survey the state of Sanskrit studies and Buddhist studies there 
in the first decades of the nineteenth century. Charles Wilkins, a mem-
ber of the East India Company and a founder of the Asiatic Society, 
had published The Bhagavat-Geetâ; or, Dialogues of Kreeshna and Arjoon 
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in 1785. William Jones published Sacontalá; or, The fatal ring: an Indian 
drama, his translation of the Kālidasa’s Sanskrit play Śakuntala, in 1792. 
Both were soon translated into French, but instruction in Sanskrit did 
not begin in Paris until 1803. In that year, the Peace of Amiens between 
Britain and France was broken, and Napoleon ordered the detention of 
all British males between the ages of eighteen and sixty then traveling 
in France. Among the 1,181 arrested was the Scottish lieutenant Alexan-
der Hamilton (1762–1824), a former officer in the Bengal army who had 
come to Paris to examine an edition held by the Bibliothèque nation-
ale of the Hitopadeśa, a famous Sanskrit collection of animal stories that 
Wilkins had also translated. Lieutenant Hamilton had spent the years 
1783–95 in India working for the East India Company. He was an active 
member of the Asiatic Society, and he was a student of Sanskrit; upon 
his return from India to Scotland he became known as “Sanscrit Ham-
ilton.” Through the efforts of Count Constantine de Volney (1757–1820), 
Lieutenant Hamilton was paroled, and in return he offered to give pri-
vate Sanskrit lessons to a small group in Paris. His students included the 
Count de Volney himself and the noted classicist Jean-Louis Burnouf 
(1775–1844), as well as a visitor from Germany, Friedrich Schlegel; Ham-
ilton lived in Schlegel’s house in Paris, and their studies of Sanskrit are 
said to have inspired Schlegel’s Über die Sprache und Weisheit der Indier 
(1808).

In 1806 a student of Persian working as assistant librarian in the De-
partment of Manuscripts at the Bibliothèque nationale, Antoine-Léon-
ard de Chézy (1773–1832), determined to teach himself Sanskrit, using 
the disparate materials held by the library and the translations emanat-
ing from Calcutta. He succeeded brilliantly in his task, although his wife 
and children left him in the process. In 1814 the first chair of Sanskrit was 
established in Europe, not in Berlin or London but in Paris, at the Col-
lège de France, and Chézy was named to hold it. Among his pupils was 
Eugène Burnouf, the son of one of Lieutenant Hamilton’s students, and 
the man destined to receive Hodgson’s gift.

Born in 1801, the same year as Hodgson, Burnouf learned Greek 
and Latin, and perhaps some Sanskrit, from his father. At the univer-
sity, he excelled in both Sanskrit and Avestan, deciphering the manu-
scripts brought to France by Abraham Antequil-Duperron. He was a 
founder and an officer of the Société Asiatique, established in 1822. In 
1826 he published his first work to touch on Buddhism, Essai sur le pâli. 
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At age twenty-eight, he was named professor of general and compara-
tive grammar at the École normale. While there, he received an award 
from Count de Volney for his work in “the transcription of Asiatic scrip-
tures in Latin letters.” When his teacher Chézy died in the cholera epi-
demic of 1832, Burnouf was named to replace him in the Sanskrit chair 
at the Collège de France. Hodgson’s manuscripts arrived five years later, 
and Burnouf immediately turned his attention from the study of Hindu 
texts to the study of Buddhist texts, which occupied him until his un-
timely death in 1852.

During the first decades of the nineteenth century, Buddhist schol-
arship occupied a small domain in Europe. But it was a domain popu-
lated by the pioneers of the field of oriental philology. These included 
the great French sinologist Jean-Pierre Abel-Rémusat (1788–1832), who 
translated the account of the Chinese monk Faxian’s fifth-century pil-
grimage to India; Stanislas Julien (1797–1873), who translated the life of 
Xuanzang; the German Mongolist Julius von Klaproth (1783–1835), who 
published a life of the Buddha in 1823; the Norwegian scholar Christian 
Lassen (1800–1876), with whom Burnouf collaborated in their Essai sur le 
pâli; the Dutch scholar Isaak Jakob Schmidt (1779–1847), who published 
a German translation of the Diamond Sūtra from the Tibetan in 1837; 
the Transylvanian Alexander Csoma de Körös (1784–1842), who stud-
ied Tibetan texts in Ladakh; and George Turnour (1799–1843), a British 
civil servant in Sri Lanka, who published in the Ceylon Almanac in 1833 
and 1834 a work entitled Epitome of the History of Ceylon, and the Histori-
cal Inscriptions. This contained a translation of “the first twenty chapters 
of the Mahawanso and a prefatory essay on Pali Buddhistical literature.” 
Significantly, all of these scholars were working on texts from countries 
other than India, and in languages other than Sanskrit: Chinese, Mon-
golian, Tibetan, Burmese, Pāli. Thus, Eduard Roer (1805–1866), survey-
ing European knowledge of Buddhism in an 1845 review, noted that the 
initial understanding of Buddhism in Europe had come from “secondary 
sources,” leading him to observe, “Our first acquaintance with Buddhism 
was in fact not a kind to invite research; the mixture of extravagant fa-
bles, apparent historical facts, philosophical and religious doctrines was 
so monstrous, that it seemed to defy every attempt to unravel it.”19

As noted earlier, Brian Hodgson had sent a parcel of Sanskrit manu-
scripts from Kathmandu to the Société Asiatique in Paris; they arrived 
in 1837, and Burnouf immediately began reading, a skill in which he was 
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perhaps unmatched in his day. He notes in passing, “I can assert that 
there is nothing in all Sanskrit literature as easy to understand as the 
texts of Nepal, apart from some terms the Buddhists used in a very spe-
cial way; I shall not give any proof other than the considerable number 
of texts it has been possible for me to read in a rather limited time.”20 
The “considerable number of texts,” it turns out, were the eighty-eight 
manuscripts from Hodgson, a corpus that included many lengthy and 
(at least in the estimation of lesser mortals) difficult sūtras. One must 
also acknowledge Burnouf ’s remarkable dedication, which placed him 
at his desk at 3:00 AM each morning—a practice that his contemporaries 
blamed for his early death.

This initial group of eighty-eight (Hodgson later sent Burnouf an ad-
ditional fifty-nine titles) included sūtras and tantras of Sanskrit Bud-
dhism, composed for the most part during the first six centuries of the 
common era, largely lost in India but preserved in Nepal; works that in 
India, and in translations into Chinese and Tibetan, were among the 
most important in the history of Buddhism. To list just ten, Burnouf re-
ceived the A.s.tasahāsrikāprajñāpāramitā (the Perfection of Wisdom in 
Eight Thousand Lines), one of the earliest and most influential of the 
perfection of wisdom (prajñāpāramitā) texts; the Ga.n.davyūha, regarded 
as the Buddha’s most profound teaching by the Huayan schools of East 
Asia; the Sukhāvatīvyūha, the fundamental sūtra for the Pure Land tra-
ditions; the La .nkāvatāra, a central text for the Yogācāra school in In-
dia and the Chan and Zen traditions of East Asia; the Lalitavistara, 
a baroque account of the Buddha’s early life; the Guhyasamāja, among 
the most influential of Buddhist tantras; the Abhidharmakośa, Vasub-
andhu’s important compendium of doctrine; the Bodhicaryāvatāra, an 
eighth-century poem by Śāntideva on the practice of the bodhisattva; 
the Buddhacarita, Aśvagho.sa’s second-century life of the Buddha; and 
the Saddharmapu.n.darīka, the famous Lotus Sūtra.

Burnouf made a preliminary survey of these texts and identified one 
as the most interesting: the Lotus Sūtra, a choice that strikes us today 
as uncanny, for Burnouf did not know that it is perhaps the single 
most influential text in the history of Buddhism. He wrote to Hodgson  
on June 5, 1837, that he was spending all of his spare time reading it. 
He completed a translation of the entire sūtra into French two years 
later and had the book typeset. The translation ran to 283 printed pages, 
with 150 pages of notes and 433 pages of appendices. However, before 
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it was published, he felt he must first compose a brief introduction to 
the fundamental doctrines of Buddhism for the scholars of Europe. Al-
though he retained the word introduction in the title of his composition, 
it was not brief. Introduction à l ’histoire du Buddhisme indien, published 
in 1844, is 653 large pages long. It was intended as the first of as many 
as four volumes that would precede the publication of Lotus Sūtra. The 
second volume, in five memoranda (as Burnouf calls them), would sur-
vey the literature of Pāli Buddhism, as the first volume does the litera-
ture of Sanskrit Buddhism. The third volume would then compare the 
Sanskrit collection of Nepal and the Pāli collection of Sri Lanka. Burn-
ouf was convinced “that the fundamental and truly antique elements 
of Buddhism must be sought in what the two Indian redactions of the 
religious books, that of the North which uses Sanskrit and that of the 
South which uses Pāli, will have kept in common.”21 It was also his ex-
pectation that the difference between the two collections would be less 
in the content than in the form and the classification of the books that 
formed those collections. The fourth volume, which he sometimes de-
scribes as a “historical sketch,” would trace the chronology of Indian 
Buddhism, seeking first to establish the date of the Buddha’s death and 
then the chronology of the various councils that Burnouf regarded as 
so critical for understanding the formation of the Buddhist canons. But 
Burnouf died of kidney failure in 1852, six weeks after his fifty-first birth-
day. Among his papers were found an almost complete translation into 
French of the A.s.tasahāsrikāprajñāpāramitā (the Perfection of Wisdom in 
Eight Thousand Lines), a translation of the Kāra.n.davyūha, an important 
sūtra about Avalokiteśvara, and over a thousand pages of translations 
from the jātakas, the stories of the Buddha’s former lives. His translation 
of the Lotus Sūtra was published posthumously.

The work that Burnouf considered only an introduction to a mul-
tivolume project, only an orientation prior to a long textual excursion, 
was destined, or doomed, to be his most influential work. The impact 
of the Introduction was immediate, and it extended well beyond France, 
and beyond the infant discipline of Buddhist studies. In America it was 
read by Ralph Waldo Emerson and Henry David Thoreau.22 On May 
28, 1844, the year of the Introduction’s publication, Yale Sanskrit instruc-
tor Edward Eldridge Salisbury (1814–1901), a Congregationalist dea-
con and student of Burnouf ’s, delivered a lecture entitled “Memoir on  
the History of Buddhism” at the inaugural meeting of the American 
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Oriental Society. This fifty-page report, based largely on Burnouf ’s work 
(and eventually published in the Journal of the American Oriental Soci-
ety in 1849) is the first scholarly article on Buddhism written in North 
America.

Burnouf ’s Introduction was read in Germany by Schelling (who 
praised it for refining his understanding of nirvā.na and noted how re-
markable it was that France, with its political instability, could produce a 
man like Burnouf ), by Schopenhauer,23 and by Nietzsche. Wagner wrote, 
“Burnouf ’s Introduction to the History of Indian Buddhism interested me 
most among my books, and I found material in it for a dramatic poem, 
which has stayed in my mind ever since, though only vaguely sketched.”24 
As noted in chapter 2, the material for this poem came specifically from 
Burnouf ’s description of the Śārdūlakar.nāvadāna. Wagner’s Buddhist 
opera, Die Sieger, although listed in the timetable he presented to King 
Ludwig II, was unfortunately never completed.

It can be argued that Burnouf ’s Introduction à l ’histoire du Buddhisme 
indien is the single most important work in the history of the academic 
study of Buddhism. After its initial publication in 1844, however, it was 
reprinted only once, in 1876. One could argue that the book has all but 
disappeared and today remains unread and unexamined—not because it 
is outdated or has been superseded, but because it became so fully inte-
grated into the mainstream representation of Buddhism, which it cre-
ated, that it is no longer visible.

What Burnouf published in 1844 would provide the foundation for 
the study of Indian Buddhism for the next century. He provides lengthy 
discussions of the discourses of the Buddha, the sūtras; of the code of 
monastic conduct, the vinaya; and of the metaphysical treatises, the  
Abhidharma. Burnouf offers extended passages translated from a great 
variety of texts, including many avadānas, tales of the former lives of 
the Buddha and his disciples. There are essays on topics that continue to 
draw the attention of scholars, such as the meaning of terms like nirvā.na  
and pratītyasamutpāda (dependent origination). There are also discus-
sions of Sanskrit terms for weights and measures and on varieties of  
sandalwood.

Near the end of the volume he takes up the issue of Buddhist tantra. 
The tone of his estimation of the tantras would persist for more than a 
century. He wrote, “It is not my intention to long dwell on this part of 
the Nepalese collection, which I am inclined to regard as the most mod-
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ern of all, and whose importance for the history of human superstitions 
does not compensate for the mediocrity and the vapidity. It is certainly 
not without interest to see Buddhism, which in its first organization had 
so little of what makes a religion, end in the most puerile practices and 
the most exaggerated superstitions.”25 That is, the original teachings of 
the Buddha, which may not be properly labeled a “religion,” were even-
tually polluted with the most primitive elements of Hinduism. This also 
is a view that would long persist.

So great was the influence of Burnouf ’s tome, that judgments of its 
accuracy have been based on standards of accuracy that Burnouf himself 
set and a portrait of Buddhism that Burnouf himself painted. Perhaps 
his most beautifully drawn, and enduring, of the portraits that appear in 
his magnum opus is that of the Buddha.

[There] was born, in a family of k.satriyas—that of the Śākyas of Kapila
vastu, who claimed descent from the ancient solar race of India—a young 
prince who, renouncing the world at the age of twenty-nine, became a 
monk under the name of Śākyamuni or also śrama.na Gautama. His doc-
trine, which according to the sūtras was more moral than metaphysical, at 
least in its principle, rested upon an opinion accepted as a fact and upon 
a hope presented as a certitude. This opinion is that the visible world is in 
perpetual change; that death succeeds life and life death; that man, like all 
that surrounds him, revolves in the eternal circle of transmigration; that 
he successively passes through all forms of life from the most elementary 
to the most perfect; that the place he occupies on the vast scale of living 
beings depends upon the merit of the actions he performs in this world; 
and thus the virtuous person must, after this life, be reborn with a di-
vine body, and the guilty with a body of the damned; that the rewards of 
heaven and the punishments of hell have only a limited duration, like 
everything in the world; that time exhausts the merit of virtuous ac-
tions as it effaces the faults of evil actions; and that the fatal law of change 
brings the god as well as the damned back to earth, in order to again put 
both to the test and make them pass through a new series of transforma-
tions. The hope that Śākyamuni brought to humanity was the possibility 
to escape from the law of transmigration, entering what he calls nirvā.na,  
that is to say, annihilation. The definitive sign of this annihilation was 
death; but a precursory sign in this life announced the men predestined 
for this supreme liberation; it was the possession of an unlimited science, 
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which gave him a clear view of the world, as it is, that is to say, the knowl-
edge of physical and moral laws; and in a word, it was the practice of the 
six transcendent perfections: that of alms-giving, ethics, science, energy, 
patience, and charity. The authority upon which the monk of the Śākya 
race supported his teaching was entirely personal; it was formed of two el-
ements, one real and the other ideal. The first was the consistency and the 
saintliness of his conduct, of which chastity, patience, and charity formed 
the principal features. The second was the claim he made to be buddha, 
that is to say, enlightened, and as such to possess superhuman science and 
power. With his power, he performed miracles; with his science, he per-
ceived, in a form both clear and complete, the past and the future. Thereby, 
he could recount everything that each person had done in his previous ex-
istences; and so he asserted that an infinite number of beings had long ago 
attained like him, through the practice of the same virtues, the dignity of 
buddha, before entering into complete annihilation. In the end, he offered 
himself to humanity as its savior, and he promised that his death would 
not annihilate his doctrine; but that this doctrine would endure for a great 
number of centuries after him, and that when his salutary action ceased, 
there would come into the world a new buddha, whom he announced by 
name and whom, before descending to earth, the legends say, he himself 
had crowned in heaven, with the title of future buddha.26

Unusual in its day for the eloquence and confidence of its expression, 
Burnouf ’s description seems today conventional in its content. This is 
the Buddha that we know. Burnouf even endows the Buddha with sci-
ence, his translation of the Sanskrit term prajñā (usually rendered in 
English today as “wisdom”). It is important to recall that the Buddha 
had never previously been described in quite these terms by a European, 
or by an Asian, for that matter. Burnouf does not deviate from this view 
of the Buddha, across the 653 pages of his text.

For Burnouf, the importance of the Buddha is to be found in his 
preaching of what the French scholar calls “pure morality”; the extrav-
agant metaphysics of the prajñāpāramita, and certainly the tantras, are 
inventions of a later age. Throughout the sūtras, the Buddha is above all 
human, and the power of his humanity was such that it could overthrow 
the great weight of culture. Burnouf writes, “He lived, he taught, and 
he died as a philosopher; and his humanity remained a fact so incon-
testably recognized by all that the compilers of legends whom miracles 
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cost so little did not even have the thought of making him a god after 
his death.”27 Or, as he puts it elsewhere, “This respect for human truth 
in Buddhism, which prevented the disciples of Śākya from transform-
ing the man into God, is quite remarkable for a people like the Indians, 
among whom mythology has so easily taken the place of history.”28

Burnouf did not turn a blind eye to the miraculous elements he en-
countered in his reading. He devotes thirty-three pages, for example, to 
the story of the miracle at Śrāvastī, where the Buddha famously rose into 
the air and simultaneously emitted fire and water from his body. He is 
careful to note, however, that the Buddha performs miracles only when 
he is challenged by the brahmans. And he takes a certain delight in their 
humiliation and defeat. The brahmans, who appear often in Burnouf ’s 
book, seem to function for him as Indian Jesuits. But in the end he is 
not interested in miracles. Describing the Buddha’s means of converting 
people to the dharma, he writes, “These means were the teaching and, 
according to the legends, the miracles. Let us leave the miracles aside 
for the moment, which are no more worthy than those with which the 
brahmans opposed him. But the teaching is a means quite worthy of at-
tention and which, if I am not mistaken, was unheard of in India before 
the coming of Śākya.”29

Burnouf ’s preference for the style and the language of what he called 
“the simple sūtras” over that of what he called “the developed sūtras” (that 
is, the Mahāyāna sūtras) was not simply a matter of taste, although it was 
also that. He discerned in the difference a historical key that would open 
the door to what he regarded as perhaps the most important question in 
his endeavor: among the thousands of pages of manuscripts he had re-
ceived from Hodgson, which represented the Buddha’s original teach-
ing, unadulterated by the tradition? Thus, he writes:

The ordinary sūtras show us Śākyamuni Buddha preaching his doctrine 
in the midst of a society that, judging from the legends in which he plays 
a role, was profoundly corrupt. His teaching is above all moral; and al-
though metaphysics is not forgotten, it certainly occupies a less grand 
position than the theory of virtues imposed by the law of the Buddha, 
virtues among which charity, patience, and chastity are without objection 
at the first rank. The law, as Śākya calls it, is not set forth dogmatically in 
these books; it is only mentioned there, most often in a vague manner, 
and presented in its applications rather than in its principles. In order to 
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deduce from such works a systematic exposition of the belief of the Bud-
dhists, it would be necessary to have a very great number of them; still, 
it is not certain that one would be able to succeed in drawing a complete 
picture of Buddhist morality and philosophy by this means; for the beliefs 
appear there, so to speak, in action, and certain points of doctrine recur 
there on each page, while others are hardly mentioned, or not at all. But 
this circumstance, which for us is a true imperfection, also has its advan-
tages from the historical perspective. It is a certain index of the authen-
ticity of these books, and it proves that no systematic effort attempted to 
complete them afterwards, nor to place them, through later additions, 
at the level of progress that Buddhism certainly reached in the course of 
time. The developed sūtras have, as far as doctrine is concerned, a marked 
advantage over the simple sūtras, for the theory there proves to be more 
advanced from the dual perspective of dogma and metaphysics; but it 
is precisely this particularity which makes me believe that the vaipulya 
sūtras are later than the simple sūtras. These latter make us witness to the 
birth and first developments of Buddhism; and if they are not contempo-
rary with Śākya himself, they at least have preserved for us the tradition 
of his teaching very faithfully.30

Burnouf did not live to write his second volume on the Pāli collec-
tion of Ceylon. But if he had, there is little doubt that the Pāli suttas 
would fit easily into the “simple sūtra” category, and would be judged as 
those closest to the Buddha, as the German scholar Hermann Olden-
berg would do in the decades after Burnouf ’s death. Burnouf ’s image of 
the Buddha would remain that of a man of the Enlightenment, in every 
sense of the word.

At the height of Europe’s rage for Sanskrit, Burnouf found the San-
skrit Buddha, and defined him for the century to come. From that point 
on, Sanskrit would be the medium through which Buddhism must be 
understood, and the true Buddha would be the Buddha of the texts, texts 
from a land where Buddhism had been dead for centuries. And this Bud-
dha would be the Buddha of Burnouf, a mortal and moral philosopher 
who offered his teachings, with their message of freedom from suffer-
ing, to all members of society. This Buddha would become the Buddha 
of Buddhism and Science.

Burnouf ’s legacy is safe, even if his book is unread. But what of Hodg-
son, to whom Burnouf dedicated his translation of Le Lotus? Burnouf 
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showed little love for what he called metaphysics, although he dutifully 
devoted a large section of the Introduction to the Abhidharma. Philoso-
phy, however, is what interested Hodgson most about Buddhism, and in 
his 1828 “Sketch of Buddhism” he offered what he regarded as his most 
important contribution, “the distinction of the various schools of phi-
losophy; the peculiar tenets of each school.” These were the four ma-
jor schools of Buddhist philosophy that had been described to him by 
the Newar pundit Am.rtānanda: the Swábhávika (with its subschools, the 
simple Swábhávika and the Prájnika Swábhávika), the Aishwarika, the 
Kármika, and the Yátnika. For the non-orientalist interested in Bud-
dhist philosophy in the nineteenth century, Hodgson’s delineation of 
the four major schools of Buddhist thought proved authoritative; one 
finds these terms repeated in any number of expositions of Buddhism, 
including some influential textbooks, as well as in theological treatises 
of another variety, such as Madame Blavatsky’s The Secret Doctrine. The 
four schools and their doctrines thus generated considerable fascina-
tion. Yet what is perhaps more fascinating for our purposes is that there 
is no evidence that schools with these names ever existed in India, nor 
were the doctrines ascribed to them coherent. When they were unable 
to find references to these schools in the treatises of Indian Buddhism 
(which had been Hodgson’s claim), European scholars of Buddhism as-
sumed that the four systems were the schools of Nepalese Buddhism. 
This was also wrong, but such was Hodgson’s authority that references  
to the four schools of Nepalese Buddhism persisted into the twentieth 
century.

Brian Houghton Hodgson left two legacies: his legacy as a collector 
and his legacy as an interpreter, his legacy as someone who got things 
right and his legacy as someone who got things wrong. Neither of these 
legacies would have been possible, it must be emphasized, without the 
work of Am.rtānanda, Hodgson’s “native informant” avant la lettre. Their 
collaboration raises a number of difficult questions about the Euro-
pean scholar’s relation to the Buddhist text and to the living Buddhist. 
Am.rtānanda, unlike so many of the pundits who were so invaluable to 
other officials of the East India Company, was not simply an anonymous 
informant: Hodgson (at least by his own account) engaged in a dialogue 
with Am.rtānanda, repeatedly praised his learning, and mentioned him 
by name. But Am.rtānanda misinformed Hodgson, or Hodgson misun-
derstood Am.rtānanda.
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From his post in Kathmandu, Hodgson remained abreast of the 
growing scholarship on Buddhism emanating from the universities of 
Europe, scholarship that he sometimes regarded with an unconcealed 
contempt, referring to its authors as “closet students.” At the same time, 
amid the defense of his own method, and his testimony to the learn-
ing of Am.rtānanda, he could not entirely cede authority on Buddhism 
to Buddhists. Hodgson then found himself in a difficult position, sus-
pected by those whose respect he sought, suspicious of those upon whom 
his authority rested—a position that led him essentially to abandon his 
study of Buddhism before he was thirty-five, turning his attentions to 
linguistics and ornithology. He was thus led to defend himself with a 
certain ambivalence: “Let the closet student, then, give reasonable faith 
to the traveller, even upon this subject; and, whatever may be the general 
intellectual inferiority of the orientals of our day, or the plastic facility of 
change peculiar to every form of polytheism, let him not suppose that 
the living followers of Buddha cannot be profitably interrogated touch-
ing the creed they live and die in.”31

We are left, then, with an apparent conclusion that confounds our ex-
pectations, and perhaps our hopes. Brian Hodgson, living in the heart 
of a Buddhist community, engaged in dialogue, in the vernacular, with 
leading Buddhist scholars, got it wrong. Eugène Burnouf, never leaving 
Europe, rarely leaving Paris, never seeing a Buddhist, much less convers-
ing with one, sitting instead alone in his study surrounded by Sanskrit 
manuscripts copied for him by Hodgson’s Newars, got it right. Assum-
ing for a moment that this impression is correct, how can we explain it? 
It was Hodgson’s fate to live a long life, a life that saw sweeping changes 
in the production of knowledge. Over the course of the nineteenth cen-
tury, authority would shift away from the amateur and to the profes-
sional scholar, away from the expert collector and to the academic local 
archivist, away from the traveler and to the professor, away from the en-
thusiast and to the scientist. If the European study of Buddhism is an 
academic discipline (which remains a question), and if that discipline 
has a founder, it is Eugène Burnouf and not Brian Hodgson. But Burn-
ouf was only able to make such remarkable strides in his understanding 
of Buddhism because he had before him in Paris the texts that Hodgson 
had dispatched from Kathmandu. It was Hodgson’s dispatch (which, in 
turn, would not have been possible without Am.rtānanda) that helped to 
make the science of Buddhism possible.
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Burnouf, the son of a classicist, seems to have been trained almost 
from birth to decipher dead languages. When he received eighty-eight 
manuscripts in a dead language, manuscripts of works composed in a land 
where Buddhism was long absent, Burnouf could set to work shielded 
from the sensations of a Buddhist setting. Left only with his prodigious 
Sanskrit skills, his dogged analysis, and his imagination of what must 
have been, he created a historical narrative of Buddhism—from pristine 
origin, to baroque elaboration, to degenerate decline—based entirely on 
his reading of a random group of texts that arrived on his desk, as if from 
nowhere. Burnouf ’s narrative would define the Buddha and Buddhism 
for the world, and would outline an agenda of knowledge whose effects 
we continue to feel today, effects that, in the language of Buddhism, are 
either pleasurable, painful, or neutral. How one would classify those ef-
fects depends, of course, on one’s perspective, a perspective that in large 
part remains that of Burnouf.

Burnouf died young. The father of the science of Buddhism did not 
live to see the rise of the Buddhism and Science discourse. His legacy, 
however, was carried on by his students, including Max Müller, who did. 
During the last half of the nineteenth century, interest in Buddhism had 
spread to the European and American publics, spurred by such works 
as Edwin Arnold’s poem about the life of the Buddha, The Light of Asia. 
The Theosophical Society, which claimed the Buddha among its mahat-
mas, was thriving in Europe and America. Meanwhile, the scholarly or 
“scientific” study of Buddhist texts progressed steadily. There were many, 
then, who laid claim to the Buddha and his legacy, claims that some-
times led to contestation. In 1893, five years after he and Colonel Olcott 
had agreed to disagree, Müller again did verbal battle, this time in print, 
with the Theosophists.

Over the course of four months, from May to August 1893, an exchange  
took place in the pages of the Nineteenth Century. It was an exchange 
between Max Müller, the orientalist who, like so many members of the 
guild, had never been to the Orient, and A. P. Sinnett, the Theosophist, 
proudly not an orientalist, who had returned from eleven years in India.

Müller published “Indian Fables and Esoteric Buddhism,” a lengthy 
essay, in the May 1893 issue of the periodical. By this time, at age sixty-
nine, he was at the height of his fame. He was president of the Interna-
tional Congress of Orientalists and had politely declined an invitation 
to preside at the World’s Parliament of Religions in Chicago. He was  
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receiving letters and telegrams from around the world, congratulating 
him on the jubilee of his Doctorate of Philosophy. He had given the Gif-
ford Lectures in Natural Theology an unprecedented four times, and in 
1893 was preparing the fourth set of lectures, “Theosophy or Psychologi-
cal Religion,” for publication. About the choice of title, Müller wrote: 
“The venerable name, so well known among early Christian thinkers, as 
expressing the highest conception of God within the reach of the human 
mind, has of late been so greatly misappropriated that it was high time 
to restore it to its proper function. It should be known once and for all 
that one may call oneself a theosophist without . . . believing in any oc-
cult sciences or black art.”32

In the May issue of the Nineteenth Century, Müller begins by recount-
ing at some length the various traveler’s tales, fables, and outright hoaxes 
that had been duly recorded as fact by credulous Europeans, from Plato to  
Sir William Jones. This leads him eventually to the subject of his essay.

A very remarkable person, whose name has lately become familiar in 
England also, felt strongly attracted to the study of Buddhism. I mean, of 
course, the late Madame Blavatsky, the founder of Esoteric Buddhism. I 
have never met her, though she often promised, or rather threatened, she 
would meet me face to face at Oxford. She came to Oxford and preached, 
I am told, for six hours before a number of young men, but she did not in-
form me of her presence. At first she treated me almost like a Mahâtma, 
but when there was no response I became, like all Sanskrit scholars, a very 
untrustworthy authority.33

He goes on to describe Madame Blavatsky as “a clever, wild, and ex-
citable girl”34 who became interested in Indian philosophy “through the 
dark mists of imperfect translations” before turning to Buddhism. But, 
he explains, “No one can study Buddhism unless he learns Sanskrit and 
Pâli, so as to be able to read the canonical books, and at all events to 
spell the names correctly. Madame Blavatsky would do neither, though 
she was quite clever enough, if she had chosen, to have learnt Sanskrit 
or Pâli.”35 He notes her deficiencies in the relevant languages repeat-
edly, suggesting that her informants in India were equally deficient. She 
shrewdly exempted herself from all scholarly critique by declaring that 
hers was not the Buddhism that was known to the world, but instead an 
Esoteric Buddhism, one that preceded both Brahmanism and Chris-
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tianity. This Buddhism she claimed to have learned from enlightened 
beings in Tibet, “quite safe,” Müller notes, “from any detectives or cross-
examining lawyers.”36 But in fact, he concludes, “There is nothing that 
cannot be traced back to generally accessible Brahmanic and Buddhistic 
sources, only everything is muddled or misunderstood. If I were asked 
what Madame Blavatsky’s Esoteric Buddhism really is, I should say it 
was Buddhism misunderstood, distorted, caricatured. There is nothing in 
it beyond what was known already, chiefly from books that are now anti-
quated. The most ordinary terms are misspelt and misinterpreted.”37

He continues at some length to describe the historical relation of 
Buddhism and Brahmanism, one of the venerable themes of oriental 
scholarship in the first half of the nineteenth century, concluding with 
the observation that one of the great differences between the two was to 
be found on the question of secrecy. He concludes that “whatever was es-
oteric or secret was ipso facto not Buddha’s teaching; whatever was Bud-
dha’s teaching was ipso facto not esoteric.”38 And he quotes passages from 
the Pāli canon in support of this claim. He thus finds it highly ironic that 
it was Buddhism, among all the other religions, that Madame Blavatsky 
selected as being somehow “esoteric.”

Müller does not launch this attack against Madame Blavatsky merely 
in the defense of the principles of scholarship, however.

It is because I love Buddha and admire Buddhist morality that I can-
not remain silent when I see his noble figure lowered to the level of reli-
gious charlatans, or his teaching misrepresented as esoteric twaddle. I do 
not mean to say that Buddhism has never been corrupted and vulgarised 
when it became the religion of barbarous and semi-barbarous people in 
Tibet, China, and Mongolia; nor should I wish to deny that it has in some 
places been represented by knaves and impostors as something mysteri-
ous, esoteric, and unintelligible.39

Indeed, Müller concedes, there are Sanskrit Buddhist texts whose titles 
contain the term guhya, “secret,” in Sanskrit, and there are many Bud-
dhist texts that remain entirely unknown, such that, in fact, “we know as 
yet very little, and that we see but darkly through the immense mass of 
its literature and the intricacies of its metaphysical speculations.”40 Ma
dame Blavatsky’s crime, then, is not that she claims that there is much 
about Buddhism that is not widely known, for this is indeed the case, 
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but that she does not provide us with the titles of the texts from which 
she derives her knowledge. It is, however, unnecessary to go to Madame 
Blavatsky or her mahatmas to dispel our ignorance about Buddhism. In-
stead, Müller advises, “We should go to the manuscripts in our libraries, 
even in the Bodleian, in order to do what all honest Mahâtmas have to 
do, copy the manuscripts, collate them, and translate them.”41

Müller’s essay provides a fascinating perspective on the Buddhism of 
the orientalists at the end of the nineteenth century and, indeed, on the 
Buddhism of Buddhism and Science. But let us refrain from such analy-
sis for the time being to introduce Müller’s interlocutor.

As mentioned above, Blavatsky and Olcott had sailed to India in 1879 
and arrived in Bombay, where they proclaimed themselves to be Hindus. 
They proceeded the next year to Ceylon, where they both took the vows 
of lay Buddhists. Upon their return to India, they traveled north, where 
they met Alfred Percy Sinnett (1840–1921). Sinnett was a journalist, hav-
ing worked at the Hong Kong Daily Press and the Evening Standard be-
fore going to India in 1872 to become editor of The Pioneer in Allahabad, 
one of the major newspapers in India. (One of his reporters was Rudyard 
Kipling.) During a visit to London in 1875, Sinnett attended a séance 
at the house of the renowned medium Mrs. Guppy (Agnes Elizabeth 
Guppy, first made famous by Alfred Russel Wallace) and became fas-
cinated with spiritualism. He later read Madame Blavatsky’s first major 
work, Isis Unveiled, and his newspaper covered Blavatsky and Olcott’s 
travels in India. In 1880 Blavatsky and Olcott accepted an invitation to 
visit the Sinnett home in the hill station of Simla in northern India, 
where they remained for six weeks. After a demonstration of paranormal 
powers by Madame Blavatsky, Sinnett asked her to place him in contact 
with a mahatma. The first mahatma she approached initially refused, but 
the second agreed, and between 1880 and 1884, Sinnett carried on a pro-
digious correspondence with the two most famous mahatmas, the Mas-
ter Koot Hoomi (KH) and the Master Morya (M). His letters formed 
the basis of three important works in the Theosophical canon: The Occult 
World (1881), Esoteric Buddhism (1883), and The Mahatma Letters to A. P. 
Sinnett from the Mahatmas M. & K. H. (1923).

By May 1893, Madame Blavatsky was dead and A. P. Sinnett had been 
back in London for ten years; he had been dismissed from his position at 
The Pioneer shortly after the publication of his first book on Theosophy. 
Upon his return to England, he was disappointed to have been passed 
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over for the presidency of the London Lodge of the Theosophical Soci-
ety; a letter from Koot Hoomi himself had encouraged the membership 
to support his rival, Anna Kingsford.

In June 1893, the editor of the Nineteenth Century published Sinnett’s 
reply to Müller’s essay. After noting the absurdity of Müller’s claim “that 
Buddhism cannot contain any teaching hitherto kept secret, because the 
books hitherto published do not disclose any secrets of the kind,”42 Sin-
nett turns not to a defense of Madame Blavatsky but to a defense of 
himself. Müller is quite wrong to ascribe the formulation of the system 
of Esoteric Buddhism to Madame Blavatsky. Thus, before he can “vindi-
cate the ideas he [Müller] seeks to disparage,” Sinnett must first set the 
record straight.

In 1883 I was enabled to bring into intelligible shape a view of the origin 
and destinies of man derived from certain teachings with which I was 
favoured while in India. It challenged the attention of Western readers 
because it seemed to furnish a more reasonable interpretation of man’s 
spiritual constitution and of the world’s purpose, than any with which 
European thought had previously been concerned. It provided something 
like a scientific abstract of all religious doctrine, by the help of which it was 
easy to separate the wheat from the chaff in various ecclesiastical creeds. 
Allowing for symbolical methods of treatment as entering largely into 
popular religions, the new teaching showed that Brahmanism, Buddhism, 
and Christianity could be accounted for as growing up at various periods 
in India and Europe from the same common root of spiritual knowledge. 
But since Buddhism had apparently separated itself less widely than other 
religions from the parent stem, I gave my book the title Esoteric Buddhism, 
partly in loyalty to the exterior faith preferred by those from whom my 
information had come, partly because even in its exterior form that reli-
gion was already attracting a great deal of sympathetic interest in Europe, 
and seemed the natural bridge along which European thinking might be 
conducted to an appreciation of the beautifully coherent and logical view 
of Nature I had been enabled to obtain.43

Sinnett puts forth the basic Theosophical tenet that the great religious 
traditions of the world all sprang forth from the same root of esoteric wis-
dom. Among the exoteric versions of the world’s religions, Buddhism re-
mains closest to this ancient source. He also concedes that the popularity  
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of Buddhism in the West might lead people eventually to Theosophy. 
Hence, he decided to entitle his book Esoteric Buddhism.

Sinnett goes on to explain that Madame Blavatsky’s aim, especially in 
Isis Unveiled, was not “to teach anything in particular, but to stir up inter-
est in an unfamiliar body of occult mysteries.”44 It was Sinnett himself, 
however, who “was entrusted with the task of putting into intelligible 
shape the views of life and nature entertained by certain Eastern initi-
ates who were interested in the Theosophical Society.”45 Müller, it seems, 
is unaware of all this.

Müller is further mistaken in claiming that nothing of the secret 
teachings is present in the sacred books of the Buddhists. It is there, but 
visible only to those who have received instruction in esoteric doctrine. 
And to prove his point, Sinnett explains the esoteric meaning of the 
Buddha’s last meal.

Before proceeding to Sinnett’s exegesis, it should be noted that pre-
cisely what it was that the Buddha ate before he passed into nirvā.na is 
a question that has puzzled both monastic commentators and academic 
exegetes for two millennia. The dish is specified in the Pāli canon with 
the compound sūkaramaddava, composed of the word for “pig” and the 
word for “soft.” It is unclear whether this means something soft that is 
consumed by pigs, such as a type of mushroom or truffle, or perhaps 
bamboo shoots that had been trampled by pigs. On the other hand, the 
compound could be the name of some kind of pork dish. The Indian and 
Sinhalese commentators prefer, although not unanimously, the latter in-
terpretation.

Sinnett refers to this view, given currency by Thomas W. Rhys Davids, 
as a “ludicrous misconception.” (He had earlier expressed his contempt 
for the views of Rhys Davids—the leading British scholar of Pāli Bud-
dhism—on the doctrine of rebirth in the final chapter of Esoteric Bud-
dhism.) He explains that “Common-sense ought to have been startled at 
the notion that the diet of so ultra-confirmed a vegetarian as a Hindoo 
religious teacher could not but be, could be invaded by so gross an arti-
cle of food as roast pork. But worshippers of the letter which killeth are 
apt to lose sight of common-sense.”46 One might assume from this that 
Sinnett allies himself with the truffles camp. However, he offers another 
explanation.

He asks the reader to recall that in the Vi.s.nu Purā.na, the god Vi.snu 
took the form of a boar in one of his incarnations and lifted up the world 
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with his tusks in order to rescue it from a great flood. In the account of 
the Buddha’s last days, boar’s flesh thus symbolizes esoteric knowledge 
that has been prepared for popular consumption by the multitudes. The 
Buddha had attempted to bring such knowledge to the populace and 
had died as a result. Sinnett finds support for his reading in the details of 
the story. The Buddha indeed instructs his host Cunda to serve this dish 
to him alone, not to his monks, and to bury the rest. Although there are 
traditional explanations for this request, Sinnett takes it to mean that “no 
one of lesser authority than himself must take the responsibility of giv-
ing out occult secrets.”47

The remainder of Sinnett’s response is devoted to chastising Müller 
for judging the message (Theosophy) by the apparent messenger (Ma
dame Blavatsky and the mahatmas). He then presents a summary of  
Theosophical doctrine; because Müller did not see fit to provide one, it 
is left to Sinnett to do so. Theosophy, he writes, “gives us religion in the 
form of abstract spiritual science which can be applied to any faith, so 
that we may sift its crudities from its truth.”48 And he concludes with a 
prophecy:

Every advance of knowledge leaves some people aground in the rear, and 
there are hundreds of otherwise distinguished men amongst us who will 
probably never in this life realise the importance of new researches on 
which many other inquirers besides theosophists are now bent. But their 
immobility will be forgotten in time. Knowledge will advance in spite 
of them, and views of nature, at first laughed at and discredited, will be 
taken after a while as matters of course, and, emerging from the shadow 
of occultism, will pass down the main current of science. Those of us who 
are early in the field with our experience and information would some-
times like to be more civilly treated by the recognized authorities of the 
world; but that is a very subordinate matter after all, and we have our 
rewards, of which they know nothing. We are well content to be in ad-
vance even at the cost of some disparaging glances from our less fortunate  
companions.49

Like Olcott before him, but somewhat more caustically, Sinnett por-
trays Müller as someone satisfied with a superficial knowledge, and who 
is thus remaining blind to the deeper and authentic meaning of the texts 
he reads. Sinnett portrays himself as something of a prophet, not of a 
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new religion but of a new science. He prophesies a transformation in hu-
man knowledge, one in which what once was dismissed as “the occult” 
will enter the mainstream in a new paradigm as science and spirituality 
converge. Sinnett is content to suffer the mockery of Müller, knowing 
that soon enough the likes of Müller will be left behind.

Müller responded in the August issue of the Nineteenth Century, ex-
pressing his surprise that Sinnett would claim credit for Esoteric Bud-
dhism so soon after Madame Blavatsky’s death. He apologizes for not 
having read Sinnett’s books, but explains that his original essay was 
about Blavatsky, not Sinnett; he had only written about her in the first 
place because of all the appeals he had received to do so. He finds Sin-
nett’s statement (which Müller paraphrases as), “Whether I obtained 
Esoteric Buddhism from a Mahâtma on the other side of the Himalaya 
or from my own head is of no consequence,”50 to be ominous. Sinnett 
must provide some evidence that such teachings can be found some-
where in Tibet. But if he wants Theosophy to be judged simply on the 
basis of its doctrine, Müller confesses that he finds Sinnett’s summary to 
be incomprehensible.

On the Buddha’s last meal, Müller reveals to Sinnett that Sanskritists 
have committed an even greater heresy than suggesting that the Buddha 
ate pork. They have shown that the Vi.s .nu Purā .na, where the story of the 
divine boar appears, was composed after the Buddha’s death, “and that 
therefore, Buddha must have swallowed bonâ fide pork, and not merely 
an esoteric boar.”51 That is, textual research renders Sinnett’s reading pre-
posterous.

One might justifiably ask at this point what this obscure exchange be-
tween two late Victorians, one an aged Oxford Sanskritist and the other, 
at least in the view of some, an embittered spiritualist quack, could possi-
bly have to do with the discourse of Buddhism and Science. At least one 
of the questions it raises is: Who is the Buddha, and who speaks in his 
name—the scholar or the devotee? (We will postpone for the moment 
the implications of the devotee’s ethnicity in this case.)

The Theosophists were often at odds with European scholars of the 
Orient and disparaged them for their narrow-mindedness. In a letter to 
A. P. Sinnett from 1882, the Master Koot Hoomi writes: “Since those 
gentlemen—the Orientalists—presume to give to the world their soi-
disant translations and commentaries on our sacred books, let the the-
osophists show the great ignorance of those ‘world’ pundits, by giving 
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the public the right doctrines and explanations of what they would re-
gard an absurd, fancy theory.”52 Elsewhere, Koot Hoomi mentions Rhys 
Davids by name53 and also notes that “Karma and Nirvana are but two of 
the seven great mysteries of Buddhist metaphysics; and but four of the 
seven are known to the best orientalists, and that very imperfectly.”54

Despite his time in India, Sinnett would not have considered him-
self an orientalist; indeed he seems to take pride in not being counted in  
their number. Yet as editor of one of the most influential newspapers of 
the Raj (although not located in Delhi, Calcutta, or Bombay), he played 
an important role in the representation of India and Indians to a wide An-
glophone readership. The exchange between Müller and Sinnett would 
thus seem to be yet another of the scores of orientalist squabbles that 
took place over the course of the nineteenth century, two Englishmen 
(although one of them only honorary) trading polite insults over who 
has the better understanding of Oriental wisdom, without the participa-
tion of any Orientals, or at least any real ones. For Sinnett’s orientalism is  
heightened by the conceit that his knowledge derives from Aryan mas-
ters, communicating telepathically from deepest Tibet. But were they?

Readers of The Mahatma Letters have generally fallen into two camps. 
There are those who are members of the Theosophical Society, or sym-
pathetic to it, who regard the letters as they are represented: communi-
cations from the masters Koot Hoomi and Morya to A. P. Sinnett, with 
Madame Blavatsky serving as postmistress and sometime scribe. And 
there are those, beginning shortly after their appearance, who have dis-
missed the letters as entirely the work of Blavatsky. Recently, however, 
the Theosophist K. Paul Johnson has sought to identify the numerous 
figures—Hindu, Buddhist, Masonic, Muslim, Parsi, Sikh; Indian, Egyp-
tian, Persian, Sri Lankan, and at least one Tibetan—with whom Bla-
vatsky and Olcott were associated during their travels. He speculates, 
for example, that the Master Koot Hoomi, whose full name was Koot 
Hoomi Lal Singh, was in fact Thakar Singh Sandhawalia, a founder of 
the Singh Sabha.55

Blavatsky and Olcott were active opponents of Christian missionar-
ies in South Asia and allied themselves with various reform and inde-
pendence movements in both India and Sri Lanka. The possibility that 
there were Indians involved somewhere along the chain of communica-
tion called The Mahatma Letters (as well as Esoteric Buddhism and The Se-
cret Doctrine) raises a host of questions about orientalism and authority, 
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perhaps the most outlandish of which is whether Madame Blavatsky’s 
ventriloquism somehow allowed the subaltern to speak.

It is also important to note, however, that the allegiances that Bla-
vatsky and Olcott forged with South Asians tended to be short-lived.
Before they departed for India, Madame Blavatsky had told Olcott that 
Swami Dayananda Saraswati (1824–1883), founder of the Arya Samaj, 
was “an adept of the Himalayan Brotherhood inhabiting the Swami’s 
body.”56 But by 1882 Olcott had concluded that the swami was just a 
swami, not an adept at all, who had expressed his vexation “to me—in 
very strong terms—that I should be helping the Ceylon Buddhists and 
the Bombay Parsis to know their religions better than heretofore, while, 
as he said, both were false religions.”57 Others, including such legendary 
figures as Vivekananda and Dharmapāla, after initially cordial relations 
with the Theosophists, would take exception to their claim that they 
could help Hindus and Buddhists “to know their religions better than 
heretofore” and would disavow any connection of their Hinduism and 
their Buddhism to Theosophy.

The modern would seem minimally to be that which is different from 
the ancient, and one of the marks of modernity, wherever it is located 
along a chronology, is the recognition of this difference. Other charac-
teristics that might be added would be an emphasis on the mechanical 
over the organic, the individual over the group, differentiation over unity, 
the real over the transcendent, the existential over the metaphysical. Part 
of the continuing appeal of the Buddha is that he, at least since the mid-
nineteenth century, has seemed so modern. Here, among the dizzying 
divinities of India, was a man with just one head and two arms. He had 
rejected the myths of ancient India that organized society into an op-
pressive caste system placing all power in the hands of priests who per-
formed elaborate sacrifices in which they muttered unintelligible chants. 
He wrested that power from those priests and placed it in the hands 
of the individual, regardless of caste. He discovered the truth through 
his own efforts and then made it accessible to all, describing a universe 
in which there was no God, in which the transcendent unity of the  
Upani.sads was replaced by the inexorable law of cause and effect,  
“the laying bare of the device,” so to speak. His life had certainly been 
embellished by legends over the centuries, but European scholars, read-
ing the most ancient scriptures, had been able to strip away these mythic 
accretions and metaphysical elaborations to reveal the rational man.
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This is the Buddha created by the orientalists. This is the Buddha that 
Allen Ginsberg describes in an early poem: “He drags his bare feet out of 
a cave under a tree, / eyebrows grown long with weeping and hooknosed 
woe, / In ragged soft robes wearing a fine beard, unhappy hands / clasped 
to his naked breast—humility is beatness humility is beatness— / fal-
tering into the bushes by a stream, all things inanimate / but his intel-
ligence—stands upright there tho trembling.”58 This is the Buddha of 
Burnouf, who wrote in 1844:

Indeed there are few beliefs that rest on so small a number of dogmas, and 
that also impose fewer sacrifices to common sense. I speak here in par-
ticular of the Buddhism that appears to me to be the most ancient, the 
human Buddhism, if I dare to call it that, which consists almost entirely 
in very simple rules of morality, and where it is enough to believe that the 
Buddha was a man who reached a degree of intelligence and of virtue that 
each must take as the exemplar for his life. I distinguish it intentionally 
from this other Buddhism of buddhas and bodhisattvas of contemplation, 
and above all from that of the Ādibuddha, where theological inventions 
rival the most complicated that modern Brahmanism has conceived. In 
this second age of Buddhism dogma develops, and morality, without dis-
appearing entirely, is no longer the principal object of the religion.59

And this is the Buddha of Max Müller, a Buddha about whom Müller 
writes with real affection, as one who scorned secrecy, who taught for the 
sake of “the people at large, for the poor, the suffering, the ill-treated,”60 
who instructed his disciples to teach in the vernacular, who inveighed 
against the idea that his disciples should be guided by anything but the 
truth, for whom the greatest miracle was not telepathy but teaching, “by 
which an unbeliever is really converted into a believer, an unloving man 
into a loving man,”61 who preached no dogma, who was born a man and 
died a man, after eating a meal of boar’s flesh; “it has always seemed to 
me to speak very well for the veracity of his disciples that they should 
have stated this fact quite plainly.”62

The Buddha of A. P. Sinnett is a very different being, as he explains in 
the chapter entitled “Buddha” in Esoteric Buddhism. It begins: “The his-
torical Buddha, as known to the custodians of the Esoteric Doctrine, is 
a personage whose birth is not invested with the quaint marvels popular 
story has crowded round it. Nor was his progress to adeptship traced by 
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the literal occurrence of supernatural struggles depicted in symbolic leg-
end.” Here Sinnett is in good company with the leading Oriental schol-
arship of the day. But he continues:

On the other hand, the incarnation, which may outwardly be described as 
the birth of Buddha, is certainly not regarded by occult science as an event 
like any other birth, nor the spiritual development through which Buddha 
passed during his earth-life a mere process of intellectual evolution, like 
the mental history of any other philosopher. The mistake which ordinary 
European writers make in dealing with a problem of this sort, lies in their 
inclination to treat exoteric legend either as a record of a miracle about 
which no more need be said, or as pure myth, putting merely a fantastic 
decoration on a remarkable life. This, it is assumed, however remarkable, 
must have been lived according to the theories of Nature at present ac-
cepted by the nineteenth century.63

Sinnett thus clearly rejects the orientalist, and modernist, reading of 
the life of the Buddha, a reading that strips that life of its legendary char-
acter. Relying on a simplistic dichotomy between myth and history, mir-
acle and fact, the orientalists are too quick to assume that an ordinary 
man, albeit a very good man, is to be found beneath the layers of legend, 
leaving only the life of a man lived in modern terms: teacher of virtue, 
social reformer, champion of the poor. He lived and died in ancient In-
dia, but he was a man to be admired even today. Substituting the word 
Buddha for the word Christ in his criticism of the professional scholars 
of Buddhism, Sinnett might just have easily have said:

Finally, I declare that I am completely opposed to the error of the mod-
ernists who hold that there is nothing divine in sacred tradition; or what 
is far worse, say that there is, but in a pantheistic sense, with the result that 
there would remain nothing but this plain simple fact—one to be put on 
a par with the ordinary facts of history—the fact, namely, that a group of 
men by their own labor, skill, and talent have continued through subse-
quent ages a school begun by Christ and his apostles.

This quotation is from Pope Pius X’s “Oath Against Modernism,” deliv-
ered on September 1, 1910.
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The Theosophists had no interest in this modern Buddha; they saw a 
different Buddha. But to see the Buddha in his true nature, a key is re-
quired: the act of interpretation. For hidden among the mass of fantastic 
elements that the orientalists dismiss as ancient superstition, the The-
osophist discerns esoteric meanings that remain of vital importance to 
humanity.

Sinnett has a broader view of the Buddha than that of Müller and 
Burnouf. For Sinnett, the Buddha is just one of a series of adepts who 
have appeared over the course of the centuries. His next incarnation, oc-
curring some sixty years after Gautama Buddha’s death, was as Śa .mkara, 
the great Vedanta philosopher. Sinnett concedes that the uninitiated 
would place Śa .mkara’s birth some thousand years after the death of  
the Buddha, and would also note Śa .mkara’s rather virulent antipathy to 
Buddhism.64 He reports that the Buddha appeared as Śa .mkara “to fill up 
some gaps and repair certain errors in his own previous teaching.”65 The 
Buddha had departed from the practice of earlier adepts by opening the 
path of the adepts to members of all castes. Although well intentioned, 
this led to a degradation of occult knowledge when it was transferred 
into unworthy hands. It thus became necessary thereafter “to take no 
candidates except from the class which, on the whole, by reason of its 
hereditary advantages, is likely to be the best nursery of fit candidates.”66 
The Buddha did not reincarnate again until the fourteenth century, by 
which time the adept community had congregated in Tibet. Thus, the 
Buddha’s next incarnation was as the Tibetan reformer Tsong kha pa.

Sinnett’s pronouncements on the Buddha today seem fanciful, and 
objectionable. He takes that element of the Buddha’s teaching that most 
appealed to Müller and Burnouf, and to so many Victorians—his com-
mitment to teaching the dharma to members of all castes—and identi-
fies it as an error; the occult knowledge should be revealed only to the 
most advanced hereditary group, the brahmans. Here Sinnett seems to 
echo the views of the Count de Gobineau (described in chapter 2) and 
the race theory Sinnett presumably learned from Madame Blavatsky.67 
But at the same time, his reading does something that is essential to the 
discourse of Buddhism and Science: in an act of cosmic colonialism, 
he extracts the Buddha from the conventional chronology of history 
and places him in a different chronology unknown but to the initiates, 
in which the Buddha is reborn as the great persecutor of Buddhism, 
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Śa .mkara, who is in turn reborn more than five hundred years later in Ti-
bet, as Tsong kha pa. This is not unlike placing the Buddha in another 
lineage, one of such otherworldly geniuses as Galileo, Newton, Bohr, and 
Einstein, each of whom had his own interest in esoteric wisdom. In the 
nineteenth century, this act of interpretation was met by Asian teachers 
with bafflement or dismay (as in the case of Dayananda Saraswati). In 
each of these cases, the Buddha is separated from Buddhism and then 
placed in an imaginary lineage. Over the long history of Buddhism and 
Science, the Buddha would be repeatedly kidnapped and made to main-
tain simultaneously the authority of the ancient and the immediacy of 
the modern. Fortunately for the kidnappers, the Buddha had perfected 
the practice of patience aeons ago.

The Theosophical Society, and Madame Blavatsky, gained wide re-
nown in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, attracting 
interest, and members, throughout South Asia, Japan, Europe, and 
America, especially in the arts. In Great Britain, Theosophy captivated, 
among many others, several of the most famous Irish writers, includ-
ing Shaw (very briefly), Yeats, and George William Russell (1867–1935), 
who published as “AE.” In Russia, the pianist and composer Alexander 
Scriabin was a Theosophist, as were Kandinsky and Nicholas Roerich 
(1874–1947), a poet and artist who designed the costumes and sets for 
the scandalous first performance of Stravinsky’s Rite of Spring in Paris 
in 1913. In the Netherlands, Mondrian was a member of the society. A 
writer whose artistic stature, for many Americans, equals or exceeds 
these figures was also a devoted Theosophist: L. Frank Baum, author of 
The Wizard of Oz.

As European interest in Theosophy waxed, Asian interest waned. 
The Theosophical Society continued to appropriate Buddhist doctrines. 
Madame Blavatsky had informed certain of her disciples that the purpose 
of Theosophy was to prepare the way for the coming buddha, Maitreya. 
Blavatsky’s heir, the former British suffragette Annie Besant (1847–1933), 
selected a young Hindu boy in 1909 as the messiah Maitreya, the World 
Teacher of the Aquarian Age. (The boy, Jiddu Krishnamurti, renounced 
this status in 1929.) The American Theosophist Walter Y. Evans-Wentz 
discovered what he considered Theosophical doctrine in a Tibetan text 
that he would dub The Tibetan Book of the Dead.68 But with few excep-
tions (D. T. Suzuki called Madame Blavatsky’s The Voice of the Silence 
“the real Mahāyāna Buddhism”), Buddhist figures did not reciprocate 
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the interest of the Theosophists. In 1905 the leading Buddhist monk in 
Sri Lanka withdrew his imprimatur from the fortieth edition of Ol-
cott’s Buddhist Catechism, declaring that seventeen of the answers were 
“opposed to the orthodox views of the Southern Church of Buddhism.” 
Dharmapāla, the person who had been closest to Blavatsky and Olcott 
in their early efforts on behalf of Buddhism, was particularly emphatic in 
his repudiation of Theosophy. In 1906 he published an essay, “Can a Bud-
dhist Be a Member of the Theosophical Society?” The short answer was 
no. Buddhism bore no historical relation to any other religion, and thus a 
“conscientious Buddhist who is well versed in Buddhist lore can no more 
sympathise with the principles of Theosophy than with the teachings of 
Christ, Muhammad, Krishna and Moses.”69

Two decades later, he was more vociferous, writing in a letter of February 
20, 1926, “Members of the Theosophical Society who follow [Charles W.] 
Leadbetter [1854–1934] and Mrs. Besant are against Buddhism. They fol-
low Jesus and he they say is greater than our Lord Buddha. Leadbet-
ter and Mrs. Besant steal everything from Buddhism and palm it off as 
their own and twindle the ignorant members of the T. S. in England.”70 
Thus, Theosophy, which in an apparently ecumenical spirit had sought 
to unite the religions of the world through linking them back to an ahis-
toric and prehistoric wisdom, was now rejected by the Buddhists as a 
modern creation.

But having broken with Olcott and Theosophy, Dharmapāla took 
from them the view of the Buddha as not merely an ancient teacher to 
be admired across the mists of time, but a world historical figure of con-
temporary relevance. In his address to the World’s Parliament of Reli-
gions in 1893 (long before his break with Theosophy) he had proclaimed, 
“Buddhism is a scientific religion, in as much as it earnestly enjoins that 
nothing whatever be accepted on faith. Buddha has said that nothing 
should be believed merely because it is said. Buddhism is tantamount to a 
knowledge of other sciences.”71 And he continued to proclaim that com-
patibility of Buddhism with Science—or perhaps more accurately, the 
compatibility of Science with Buddhism—over the decades, his words 
often bearing the trace of his Theosophical tutelage. In 1914: “With the 
expansion of knowledge Europeans may come to know more of evo-
lution, of the laws of causation, of the changing nature of all phenom-
ena, of the divisibility of matter, of the progressive nature of the animal 
and human consciousness, then will Buddhism meet with a sympathetic 
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reaction.”72 In 1924: “Every new discovery in the domain of science helps 
for us to appreciate the sublime teachings of the Buddha Gautama.”73 
In 1929: “Buddhism is for the scientifically cultured. The discoveries of 
modern science are a help to understand the sublime Dhamma. . . . To-
day, the cultured races of Europe require a scientific psychology showing 
the greatness of the human consciousness. The sublime Doctrine of the 
Lord Buddha is a perfect science based on transcendental Wisdom. This 
Dhamma should be given freely to the European races.”74

We thus see the claim of the Theosophist, that the most ancient is in 
fact the most modern, being claimed by the Buddhist, seeking to defend 
his religion against the attacks of various enemies, both foreign and do-
mestic. Indeed, the claim for a compatibility of Buddhism and Science 
offers a kind of defense against modernity, even striking out against it, 
by proclaiming that an ancient Indian religion is a “science” and thus is 
modern.

But what became of the orientalists, reading their texts in the librar-
ies of Europe and America, in search of the true Buddha? Following 
the instructions of Müller, scholars have copied, collated, and translated 
more and more Buddhist manuscripts in the Bodleian (and elsewhere). 
As they have done so, the Buddha of the nineteenth century—whether 
the social reformer of the Victorian scholars or the harbinger of spirit-
ual evolution of the Theosophists—has given way to a Buddha who is 
less individual and more generic. We read, for example, that all of the 
buddhas who have come in the past and who will come in the future 
do a great many of the same things. They all sit cross-legged in their 
mother’s womb; they are all born in the “middle country” of our conti-
nent of Jambudvīpa; immediately after birth they all take seven steps to 
the north; they all renounce the world after seeing the four sights (an 
old man, a sick man, a dead man, and a mendicant) and after the birth 
of a son; they all achieve enlightenment seated on a bed of grass; they 
stride first with their right foot when they walk; they never stoop to pass 
through a door; they all found a monastic order; they all can live for an 
aeon; they never die before their teaching is complete; and—Müller was 
right—they all die after eating meat. Four sites on the earth are iden-
tical for all buddhas: the place of enlightenment, the place of the first 
sermon, the place of descending from the Heaven of the Thirty-Three 
atop Mount Meru, and the place of the bed in Jetavana monastery.  
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Indeed, buddhas can differ from one another in only eight ways: in life 
span, height, caste (either brahman or k.satriya), the conveyance in which 
they go forth from the world, the period of time spent in the practice of 
asceticism prior to their enlightenment, the kind of tree they sit under 
on the night of their enlightenment, the size of their seat there, and the 
circumference of their aura.75 If we were to strip this traditional list of its 
mythological elements, the Buddha would be little more than a statue in 
Max Müller’s hearth.

•  •  •

The Dalai Lama visited the University of Michigan on April 21–23, 1994. 
One of the events planned for his visit was a private seminar on the ori-
gins of the Mahāyāna with the faculty and graduate students of the Bud-
dhist Studies program. I thought it would be interesting to discuss with 
him current Western scholarship on this topic, one that is both of great 
interest to the Dalai Lama and has been the subject of significant specu-
lation in Buddhist studies in the last three decades. I wondered whether 
the Dalai Lama would be as interested in the findings of Western schol-
ars of Buddhism as he has been in the findings of Western scientists. 
Among the Mahāyāna traditions of India, Tibet, China, Korea, and Ja-
pan, the accepted view is that the Mahāyāna sūtras were set forth by 
the historical Buddha Śākyamuni, but were kept hidden until some four 
centuries after the Buddha passed into nirvā .na. Some of the sūtras were 
kept by the gods, others were kept by the nāgas (a kind of dragon or ser-
pent) at the bottom of the sea, whence they were retrieved by Nāgārjuna. 
The authenticity of these sūtras as the word of the Buddha is a central 
issue for the Mahāyāna; to claim that they are inauthentic is to trans-
gress one of the bodhisattva vows. When I mentioned to the Dalai 
Lama that our graduate students would be making a presentation to  
him on the origins of the Mahāyāna, he immediately asked whether 
they had supernormal powers, suggesting that only someone who had 
a clairvoyant knowledge of the past could know how the Mahāyāna 
began.

During the seminar, three students who were completing disserta-
tions on Indian Buddhism made brief presentations to the Dalai Lama. 
They explained how nineteenth-century scholars of Buddhism had seen   
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the Mahāyāna as a degeneration of the original teachings of the Bud-
dha. Later scholars saw the Mahāyāna as a lay movement responding 
to the conservatism of the monastic establishment. After this perceived 
split, which occurred between the first century BCE and the first century 
CE, two branches of Buddhism, the Hīnayāna and Mahāyāna, devel-
oped along parallel but divergent courses. More recently, scholars have 
sought to look beyond the polemical Mahāyāna condemnations of the 
Hīnayāna and to consider archaeological, art-historical, and epigraphi-
cal evidence. This research suggests that the Mahāyāna did not begin as 
a single and self-conscious movement, but instead was a disparate col-
lection of “cults of the book” centered on new sūtras composed around 
the beginning of the common era. These were not lay cults, but ones in 
which monks and nuns were full and active participants. The evidence 
suggests that so-called Mahāyāna and Hīnayāna monks often lived side 
by side within the same monasteries, following the same rules, engaging 
in many of the same practices, throughout the history of Buddhism in 
India. Indeed, the first epigraphic use of the term Mahāyāna occurs only 
in the fifth century CE, some five hundred years after the composition 
of the first Mahāyāna sūtras.

The Dalai Lama listened attentively to all of this, sometimes stop-
ping and asking his translator to clarify a term or point. But at the end 
of the presentation he remained silent until I asked him for his thoughts 
on what the students had said. “It’s something to know,” he said in Ti-
betan, using a term, shes bya (literally, “object of knowledge”), that evokes 
a Buddhist aphorism: “Objects of knowledge are limitless.” That is, there 
are infinite things that can be known, but some are more consequential 
than others; hence it is essential to consider carefully what is truly worth 
knowing. In this context, to call this information “something to know” 
suggested that it did not fall into the category of what is truly worth 
knowing. The Dalai Lama went on to say that he has a friend, a great 
lama, who, when giving a tantric initiation, saw each of the past masters 
of the lineage from previous centuries appear in the air along the ceil-
ing of the temple. He was certain that his friend was telling the truth. 
He conceded that what the students had told him was interesting and 
that it would be good for Buddhists to have some knowledge of Western 
scholarship on Buddhism. However, in the end, he seemed to view Bud-
dhist practice and Buddhist scholarship (at least of the Western vari-
ety) as ultimately irreconcilable. He told the students that if he accepted 
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what they had told him, he would only be able to believe in the rūpakāya, 
the physical body of the Buddha that appears in the world to teach the 
dharma. He could not believe in the sa .mbhogakāya, the body of enjoy-
ment that appears to advanced bodhisattvas in the splendor of the pure 
lands, adorned with the thirty-two marks of a superman. And he could 
not believe in the dharmakāya, the Buddha’s omniscient mind and its na-
ture of emptiness. “If I believed what you told me,” he said, “the Buddha 
would only be a nice person.”
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5

The Meaning of Meditat ion

A Tibetan monk sits down to meditate. Standing before him is a small 
altar, which holds a statue of the Buddha, a scripture (a block print 
wrapped in cloth), and a small reliquary. As offerings to these symbols 
of the body, speech, and mind of the Buddha, he has placed seven small 
brass bowls on the altar, each filled with water. A stick of incense burns 
in a bowl of uncooked rice. The monk is seated on a simple cushion, his 
legs in the lotus posture. He straightens his spine like a stack of coins and 
levels his shoulders, tucking in his chin so that his nose is aligned with 
his navel. He gently sets his teeth so they touch and places his tongue 
against the back of his upper teeth. Leaving his eyes open, he casts his 
gaze downward and breathes gently.

In the space in front of him the monk visualizes his own teacher as 
the buddha Vajradharma, in the form of a sixteen-year-old Indian prince. 
He is seated on a throne supported on the backs of eight great lions. The 
cushion of the throne is a lotus blossom; its eastern petal is white, its 
northern petal green, its western petal red, its southern petal yellow. The  
center of the lotus is green, and on it sits the buddha on cushions of the 
moon and the sun. Vajradharma’s body is red, and his hands are crossed 
at his heart. His right hand holds a vajra (a ritual implement) and his 
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left holds a bell. He sits in the lotus posture, and is adorned with orna-
ments made of human bone: a crown, earrings, a necklace, armlets and 
anklets, and an apron. His body is smeared with ashes from a cremation 
ground.

Inside the heart of Vajradharma, the monk imagines that there is a 
disc of the sun, upon which stands the buddha Cakrasamvara. His body is 
blue, with four faces (blue in the east, green in the north, red in the west, 
and yellow in the south) and twelve arms. One right hand holds a vajra,  
one left hand holds a bell, and together these two hands embrace his con-
sort, who is red. Two hands hold the flayed skin of an elephant. His other 
right hands hold a drum, an axe, a cleaver, and a trident. His other left 
hands hold a khatva .nga (an eight-sided staff surmounted by three heads 
and a vajra), a skull cup, a noose, and the head of the god Brahmā.

On the eastern petal of the lotus upon which Vajradharma sits (the 
petal directly in front of the monk) stands Vajrayoginī, surrounded by 
the deities of the four classes of tantras. On the southern petal (the petal  
to the left of the monk) sits the buddha Śākyamuni, surrounded by 
the buddhas of the ten directions. On the western petal (the petal to 
the right of the monk) are all the scriptures of the sūtras and tantras,  
in the form of books made of light. On the petal to the north sits Mañjuśrī,  
the bodhisattva of wisdom, surrounded by bodhisattvas and arhats. 
Around the entire assembly are the wrathful deities who protect the 
dharma.

The monk imagines that he is not alone in the presence of this au-
gust assembly but surrounded by all the beings in the universe, begin-
ning with his own parents. He considers how rare it is to be reborn as a 
human who has the opportunity to benefit from the Buddha’s teachings. 
He realizes that death can occur at any instant and that, as a result of his 
past karma, he could be reborn in one of the unfortunate realms of the 
cycle of rebirth: as an animal, ghost, or hell being. He thus determines 
to make every effort to achieve liberation from rebirth now. Visualizing 
the assembly of buddhas, bodhisattvas, and deities before him, the monk 
then silently recites a prayer three times, going for refuge to the teach-
ers and to the three jewels: the Buddha, the dharma, and the sa .ngha. He 
imagines that all the beings in the universe join him in this prayer. In re-
sponse, each member of the divine assembly sends forth a stream of light 
and nectar in five colors (blue, red, yellow, green, and white) that enters 
into the monk and all beings, purifying them of their negative karma.
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The monk next turns his thoughts to the plight of others, the various 
gods, demigods, humans, animals, ghosts, and hell beings who populate 
the universe. Each of them is subject to karma and rebirth, each under-
goes unlimited forms of sufferings as they wander endlessly through the 
realms of sa .msāra. Because this cycle of rebirth has no beginning, the 
monk understands that he has been in every possible relationship with 
each being in the universe and that each of these beings has therefore 
been his human mother in a past life. Remembering their kindness, he 
is overwhelmed with feelings of pity for their sad plight and determines 
to free them from suffering, vowing to become a buddha himself so that 
he might lead all beings to liberation.

He cultivates love, wishing that all beings would have happiness; he 
cultivates compassion, wishing that all beings would be free from suf-
fering; he cultivates joy, wishing that all beings would remain happy for-
ever; and he cultivates equanimity, wishing that all beings would remain 
equally happy. In the presence of this esteemed assembly, he vows to 
achieve buddhahood for the sake of all beings and to never forsake that 
vow, even if it costs him his life.

The monk maintains three categories of vows: monastic, bodhisattva, 
and tantric. He mentally reviews these categories. He begins by prom-
ising not to transgress any of the 253 vows of a fully ordained Buddhist 
monk. He then mentally promises not to commit the eighteen root in-
fractions of the bodhisattva vows: (1) to praise oneself and slander oth-
ers out of attachment to profit or fame; (2) to withhold one’s wealth or 
the doctrine, out of miserliness, from those who suffer without protec-
tion; (3) to become enraged and condemn another, without listening to 
his or her apology; (4) to abandon the Mahāyāna and teach a facsimile 
of the excellent doctrine; (5) to steal the wealth of the three jewels; (6) to 
abandon the excellent doctrine; (7) to steal the saffron robes of a monk, 
and beat, imprison, and expel a monk from the life of renunciation, even 
if he has broken the ethical code; (8) to commit the five deeds of imme-
diate retribution: to kill one’s father, to kill one’s mother, to kill an arhat, 
to wound a buddha, or to cause dissent in the sa .ngha; (9) to hold wrong 
views; (10) to destroy cities; (11) to discuss emptiness with sentient be-
ings whose minds have not been trained; (12) to turn someone away from 
seeking buddhahood; (13) to cause someone to abandon completely the 
monastic vows in order to practice the Mahāyāna; (14) to believe that 
such afflictions as desire cannot be abandoned by the vehicle of śrāvakas, 
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and to cause others to believe it; (15) to claim falsely, “I have withstood 
the profound emptiness”; (16) to impose fines on renunciants; to take 
donors and gifts away from the three jewels; (17) to cause meditators to 
give up the practice of serenity (śamatha); to take the resources of those 
in meditation retreat and give those resources to reciters of texts; (18) to 
abandon the two types of the aspiration to enlightenment (bodhicitta), 
the aspirational and the practical.

Next he promises not to commit the twenty-eight infractions of the 
tantric vows: (1) to use an unqualified consort; (2) to engage in union in-
appropriately; (3) failing to keep secrets from the unripened; (4) to ar-
gue in an assembly; (5) to teach the faithful a doctrine different from 
that which they requested; (6) to stay seven days with a śrāvaka; (7) to 
falsely claim to be a yogin; (8) to teach the doctrine to the faithless; (9) 
to display secrets to the unripened without preparing them well; (10) to 
enter a ma .n .dala without proper purification; (11) to transgress the mo-
nastic and bodhisattva vows without purpose; (12) failing to promise to 
restrain oneself from the root infractions and the gross infractions six 
times a day; (13) to go against the three ethical codes; (14) failing to go 
for refuge six times a day; (15) failing to rely on the pledge of the mudrā, 
vajra, and bell; (16) failing to give the gifts of requisites, fearlessness, the 
doctrine, and love six times a day; (17) failing to create the wish to up-
hold the excellent doctrines of the three outer vehicles and secret vehi-
cle; (18) failing to strive to keep the vows and to make offerings six times 
a day; (19) failing to give up what is unsuitable, except in order to tame 
sentient beings; (20) failing to make offerings to yogins; (21) failing to 
strive to practice the ten virtues; (22) to desire the Hīnayāna; (23) to turn 
one’s back on the welfare of sentient beings; (24) to abandon sa .msāra; 
(25) to be constantly attached to nirvā .na; (26) to scorn gods, demigods, 
and secret deities; (27) to walk over or eat in the presence of mudrās, con-
veyances, weapons, and hand implements of deities; (28) to step on the 
shadows of ancient deities.

The monk then prays to receive the blessings of the three jewels—
the Buddha, the dharma, and the sa .ngha—assembled before him. In 
response, the sa .ngha jewel transforms into white light and enters the 
monk’s body through the crown of his head, blessing his body. The 
dharma jewel (including all of the scriptures) transforms into red light 
and enters the monk’s throat, blessing his speech. The Buddha jewel (in-
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cluding all of the buddhas) transforms into blue light and enters the 
monk’s heart, blessing his mind.

Next the monk visualizes a red letter ba .m in the center of his heart. 
Above it is a tiny crescent moon and a flaming sphere. He imagines the 
letter slowly expanding in size. As it does so, his body dissolves into red 
light, beginning at the heart and moving outward. The letter ba .m con-
tinues to expand until it pervades the entire universe, with all beings and 
the environments they inhabit transformed into an immense letter ba .m. 
The letter then slowly begins to contract, leaving only empty space in its 
wake, until the letter has become very tiny. Now the letter itself begins to 
dissolve into space from below, leaving only the crescent moon and the 
flaming sphere. The crescent moon dissolves into the sphere, the sphere 
into the flame. The flame then disappears from below, leaving only the 
clear light of emptiness.

After resting in emptiness, the monk imagines that his mind emerges 
from this emptiness in the form of the letter ba .m. Two letters then ap-
pear in space, transforming themselves into two interlocking inverted 
three-sided pyramids. Viewed from above, their flat upturned base is in 
the shape of a hexagram. A white letter ā.h appears in the center of the 
hexagram and turns into a white moon disc. Standing upright around 
the edge of the disc are the letters of the thirty-two-syllable mantra, red 
in color. The letter ba .m descends through space and stands in the center 
of the moon disc. Rays of light then radiate from the letters through-
out all of space, purifying all beings and the environments they inhabit. 
Everything again melts into light and dissolves into the letter ba .m, which 
is immediately transformed into the ma .n .dala of Vajrayoginī.

The ma .n .dala, in the shape of a circle, is surrounded by a fence and 
enclosed under a canopy of five-pronged flaming blue vajras, protect-
ing the interior from all dangers and intruders. Immediately within the 
fence lie eight charnel grounds, in the east, north, west, south, southeast, 
southwest, northwest, and northeast. Each charnel ground has a tree, a 
guardian, a protector, a lake, a serpent deity (nāga), a cloud, a fire, and a 
stūpa. In addition, in each charnel ground there are crows, owls, eagles, 
jackals, snakes, various carnivorous spirits, and yogins and yoginīs. All of 
this is visualized by the monk.

Within the circle of charnel grounds is a divine palace in the shape 
of the inverted interlocking pyramids. In the center is an eight-petalled 
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lotus. The petals in the east, south, west, and north are red. The southeast 
petal is yellow, the southwest petal green, the northwest petal yellow, and 
the northeast petal black. The center of the lotus is green, surmounted 
by a sun disc.

The monk visualizes himself as Vajrayoginī at the center of the sun 
disc. Standing upright, her right foot rests on the chest of the red god-
dess Kalarati. Her left foot rests on the back of the black god Bhairava. 
Her body is brilliant red, the color of fire. She has one face and three 
eyes, each looking upward. In her right hand she holds a cleaver. In the 
bend of her left arm she holds a khatva .nga, at the top of which are three 
human heads—blue, red, and white—and a five-pronged vajra. Hang-
ing from the staff are a drum, a bell, and three banners. In her left hand 
she holds aloft a skull cup filled with blood. Her black hair hangs down 
to her waist. She is naked, adorned with a crown of five human skulls; 
a necklace of fifty human skulls; and earrings, armlets, anklets, and an 
apron, all made from human bone.

The monk next turns to the visualization of the body ma .n.dala, in 
which thirty-seven parts of his body (visualized as Vajaryoginī) are 
transformed into thirty-seven deities. The thirty-seven places comprise 
the twenty-four inner places of the body, the eight channels of the sense 
organs, the four channels of the heart wheel (cakra), and the indestruc
tible drop. The twenty-four inner places are the hairline, the crown of the 
head, the right ear, the back of the neck, the left ear, the point between 
the eyebrows, the eyes, the shoulders, the armpits, the breasts, the navel, 
the tip of the nose, the mouth, the throat, the heart, the testicles, the tip 
of the genitals, the anus, the thighs, the calves, the eight fingers and toes, 
the tops of the feet, the thumbs and big toes, and the knees.

The remaining thirteen places are connected with the tantric system 
of physiology, in which a network of seventy-two thousand channels ra-
diate throughout the body. Among all these channels, the most impor-
tant is the central channel. As straight and as thick as an arrow, it is red 
in color, running from the genitals upward to the crown of the head, then 
curving down to end in the space between the eyes. Located within the 
central channel are the red drop and the white drop, which derive from 
the mother and father, respectively. Running parallel to the central chan-
nel are the red right and the white left channels, connected to the cen-
tral channel at the navel center and ending at the right and left nostrils. 
These two channels wrap around the central channel at several points, 
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creating constrictions that prevent wind from moving through the cen-
tral channel. At these points of constriction, networks of smaller chan-
nels radiate throughout the body in increasingly smaller channels. These 
points are called wheels (cakras). There are seven of these wheels: at the 
forehead, the crown of the head, the throat, the heart, the navel, the base 
of the spine, and the opening of the sexual organ.

The eight channels of the sense organs connect the tongue, the navel, 
the genitals, the anus, the point between the eyebrows, the ears, the eyes, 
and the nostrils to the central channel at the point of the heart cakra. The 
four channels of the heart wheel are the four main channels radiating 
from the heart cakra. The indestructible drop is a small sphere, the size 
of a small pea, located at the center of the heart cakra. White on top and 
red at the bottom, it encases the mind in clear light.

In the practice of the body ma .n.dala, these thirty-seven physical el-
ements are transformed into thirty-seven letters and then into thirty-
seven deities. At the center of the heart cakra, the monk visualizes the 
inverted interlocking pyramids surmounted by a tiny horizontal moon 
disc. Thirty-two channels, short in length and transparent, are connected 
to the edge of the moon disc, rising vertically, each slightly thicker than a 
needle. Within this circle of channels are the four channels of the heart 
cakra, located in the cardinal directions. In the center of the moon disc 
stands the indestructible drop, white on top, red on the bottom, yet trans-
lucent. Each of these thirty-seven elements then transforms into a letter. 
The thirty-two channels around the periphery are transformed into the 
letters of the thirty-two-syllable mantra. The four channels are trans-
formed into a green ya in the north, a red ra in the west, a yellow la in the 
south, and a white va in the east. The indestructible drop at the center 
of the moon disc turns into the letter a.h, white at the top and red at the 
bottom. The letters are next transformed into goddesses, in the sequence 
of the recitation of the syllables of the mantra. First the thirty-two letters 
of the mantra turn into thirty-two different goddesses. The four letters in 
the cardinal directions then transform into the green goddess Lāmā in 
the north, the red goddess Kha .n.dārohā in the west, the yellow goddess 
Rūpinī in the south, and the white goddess  .Dākinī in the east. The letter 
in the center of the moon disc transforms into Vajrayoginī herself.

Through years of practice, the monk is able to visualize the entire 
ma .n.dala, including each of the deities and their individual attributes, 
in minute detail. He is able to shrink the entire ma .n.dala to the size of a 
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mustard seed and visualize the ma .n.dala precisely, down to the color of 
each goddess’s eyes, with uninterrupted, single-pointed concentration 
for four hours.

Visualizing the entire ma .n.dala, with himself in the form of Vajrayoginī, 
the monk recites the mantra phai .m and forms the hand gesture (mudrā) 
called “blazing,” while imagining that rays of light burst forth from 
the letter ba .m at the heart of Vajrayoginī. Radiating from the place be-
tween her eyebrows, the rays of light travel throughout space, touching 
all the buddhas of the ten directions, who thereby take on the form of 
Vajrayoginī. The rays of light also reach to the heaven called Akani.s.tha 
(“unsurpassed”), where the actual Vajrayoginī resides. All the buddhas 
in the form of Vajrayoginī converge into a single Vajrayoginī. With the 
monk’s recitation of the mantra ja.h hū .m ba .m ho.h, with each syllable ac-
companied by a different mudrā, the actual Vajrayoginī descends from 
her heaven to stand in space above the head of the monk (still visualiz-
ing himself as Vajrayoginī). She dissolves into him, she is fused with him, 
and he becomes the actual Vajrayoginī. Next, the monk performs an-
other mudrā and recites the mantra o .m yoga śuddhā.h sarvadharmā.h yoga 
śuddho ’ha .m (which means, in Sanskrit, “All phenomena are pure yoga. 
Pure yoga am I”).

In order to maintain the absorbed deities within and to protect 
against the intrusion of negative forces from without, now the monk 
engages in a practice called “donning armor.” While visualizing himself 
as Vajrayoginī, he also visualizes six goddesses at various points of the 
body, between the skin and the flesh, in the form of pairs of letters. Two 
red letters stand upright at the navel, two blue letters stand upright at 
the heart, two white letters stand upright just below the chin, two yel-
low letters stand upright at the forehead, two green letters lie flat at the 
crown of the head, two smoke-colored letters stand upright at the shoul-
ders, wrists, hips, and ankles. While still visualizing Vajrayoginī, brilliant 
red in color, the monk imagines that each of these pairs of letters radi-
ates its own color, encasing Vajrayoginī’s body in a protective aura: the 
light around the crown of the head is green, the light from the forehead 
to the chin is yellow, the light from the chin to the heart is white, the 
light from the heart to the navel is blue, the light from the navel to the 
hips is red. The arms and hands, legs and feet are surrounded by smoke-
colored light.
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Red rays of light once again radiate from the red letter ba .m and 
the thirty-two syllables of the surrounding mantra at the heart of 
Vajrayoginī. These pervade the universe, purifying the negative karma 
of sentient beings and making offerings to all of the buddhas through-
out space. The rays of light return in the form of blessings and dissolve 
into the letter ba .m and the surrounding syllables. The monk next repeats 
the thirty-two-syllable mantra.

Once again the monk, still as Vajrayoginī, visualizes rays of light em-
anating from the letter ba .m and the syllables of the mantra, extending 
into the three realms of the universe: the Formless Realm, the Realm of 
Form, and the Realm of Desire. As a result, the Formless Realm turns 
into rays of blue light that dissolve into the upper part of Vajrayoginī’s 
body. The Realm of Form turns into rays of red light that dissolve into 
the middle part of Vajrayoginī’s body. The Realm of Desire turns into 
rays of white light that dissolve into the lower part of Vajrayoginī’s body. 
Now the body of Vajrayoginī itself begins to dissolve from above and be-
low, like breath on a mirror, leaving only the interlocking pyramids, the 
moon disc, and the deities standing upright upon it, with Vajrayoginī 
at the center of the ma .n.dala. The pyramids gradually dissolve into the 
moon disc, and the moon disc dissolves into the circle of the thirty-two 
goddesses. The thirty-two goddesses dissolve into the four goddesses in 
the cardinal directions. The four goddesses dissolve into Vajrayoginī at 
the center. Vajrayoginī then begins to dissolve into light from below and 
above, leaving only the interlocking pyramids at her heart, surmounted 
by a moon disc, where the letters of the thirty-two-syllable mantra stand 
upright around the letter ba .m. The interlocking pyramids dissolve into 
the moon disc, which dissolves in the thirty-two-syllable mantra, which 
dissolves into the letter ba .m. The letter ba .m now stands alone, surmounted 
by a small upturned crescent moon and a tiny flaming sphere. The letter 
begins to dissolve from below, leaving only the crescent moon and the 
flaming sphere. The crescent moon dissolves into the sphere, the sphere 
into the flame. The flame then disappears from below, leaving only the 
clear light of emptiness. The mind of the monk rests in this emptiness.

From within this emptiness, the monk spontaneously emerges, again 
in the form of Vajrayoginī, again with six goddesses at various points of 
her body, between the skin and the flesh, in the form of pairs of letters. 
Two red letters stand upright at the navel, two blue letters stand upright 
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at the heart, two white letters stand upright just below the chin, two yel-
low letters stand upright at the forehead, two green letters lie flat at the 
crown of the head, and two smoke-colored letters stand upright at the 
shoulders, wrists, hips, and ankles.

Now the monk turns to the second stage of the practice, called the 
stage of completion, where he will seek to generate special forms of bliss 
within his body and then use the mind of bliss to realize emptiness, 
the profound nature of reality. To do this, he maintains the visualiza-
tion described above, but focuses especially on himself in the form of 
Vajrayoginī, red in color, with a body made of light. Here he will subdue 
the winds (prā .na) or subtle energies that serve as the vehicles for con-
sciousness by withdrawing the winds from the network of seventy-two 
thousand channels that run throughout the body and causing them to 
enter the central channel. In order to do this, he focuses first on the na-
vel center. There he visualizes the letter ra .m, the seed syllable of fire. Like 
the letter ba .m, it is surmounted by a small upturned crescent moon and 
a tiny flaming sphere. The letter is tiny, no larger than a sunflower seed. 
It is red in color and radiates warmth and light. The monk contracts the 
lower muscles of his torso and draws in his stomach, imagining that 
the winds that course through the lower part of the body are entering 
the central channel and gathering at the navel center, just below the 
letter ra .m. He next inhales and swallows, imagining that all the winds 
that course through the upper part of the body are entering the central 
channel, just above the letter ra .m.

The monk then focuses his mind on the wheel located at his navel and 
specifically on the tiny red ra .m within the central channel. As he concen-
trates on the letter, it begins to glow like heated metal and the tiny flame 
above the letter burns with bright light and emits intense heat. That heat 
rises slowly up the central channel, first to the wheel at the heart, then to 
the wheel at the throat, and finally to the wheel at the crown of the head. 
When it reaches the crown, the heat of the inner fire begins to melt the 
white drop located there, causing that drop to begin to melt. As it melts 
it begins to descend through the central channel, first to the wheel at the 
throat, then to the wheel at the heart, and then to the wheel at the navel, 
ultimately the wheel at the end of the central channel. As the drop slowly 
descends through each wheel, a different bliss is experienced.1

As the monk contracts the muscles of his lower body, his concen-
tration is broken by the discomfort of the rectal thermometer and the 
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electrodes attached to his body. He is performing his meditation not in 
a cave in northern India, but in a laboratory in New England, where a 
group of neuroscientists are seeking to determine whether his body tem-
perature increases when he imagines the flaming letter in the central 
channel. They determine that it does.2

•  •  •

Over the past twenty-five years, the effects of Buddhist meditation have 
begun to be measured by neurologists, adding a new dimension to the 
Buddhism and Science discourse.3 Rather than pointing to affinities be-
tween particular Buddhist doctrines and particular scientific theories, 
research on meditation has sought to calculate the physiological and 
neurological effects of Buddhist meditation. Such research would seem 
to introduce a welcome empirical element to the discourse.

This new dimension, often referred to as Buddhism and Psychology 
or, more narrowly, Buddhism and Cognitive Science, deserves a broader 
treatment than can be provided here. The assertions being made in this 
domain are qualitatively different from declaring, for example, that the 
Buddha understood the theory of relativity. The claim here is that Bud-
dhist meditation works. However, in order to understand the laboratory 
findings, such a claim requires that one first identify what is Buddhist 
about this meditation, describe what the term meditation encompasses in 
this case, and explain what works means, especially in the context of the 
exalted goals that have traditionally been ascribed to Buddhist practice. 
Although these goals are numerous and variously articulated across the 
tradition, it can be said that their ultimate aim is not self-help but a radi-
cal reorientation toward the world—and in many articulations, a libera-
tion from it—either for oneself or for all beings.

It is certainly the case that in the sūtras, the Buddha offers a range of 
advice to laypeople on how to live a happy and prosperous life; what might 
be termed “self-help.” For example, in a work called the Sigālaka Sutta, the 
Buddha explains that there are six negative consequences of wandering 
the streets at odd hours: (1) one is unprotected, (2) one’s wife and children 
are unprotected, (3) one’s property is unprotected, (4) one is suspected of 
crimes, (5) one is the subject of rumors, and (6) one encounters all man-
ner of unpleasantness.4 There are countless stories of bodhisattvas giv-
ing myriad gifts, including their own body parts, to relieve the physical 
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and mental suffering of others. Meritorious deeds, especially charity, are 
prescribed for a happy rebirth in the future. Instruction in meditation is 
rarely offered to the laity as a means to happiness in this life; it is offered to  
those seeking the goal of enlightenment, however that might be defined.

Indeed, it is useful to recall that the vast majority of Buddhists over 
the course of Asian history have not practiced meditation. It has tradi-
tionally been regarded as something that monks do, indeed, that only 
some monks do; the monastic codes make repeated reference to the 
needs of meditating monks, suggesting that they represented a group of 
specialists within the monastic order. Indian texts speak of monks who 
devote their efforts to one of three activities: study (which entailed the 
recitation of texts), meditation, and service to the monastery. The famous 
sixth-century Chinese text Gaoseng zhuan (Lives of Eminent Monks) 
lists ten categories of monastic vocation: translators, exegetes, theurgists, 
meditators, disciplinarians, self-immolators, cantors, promoters of good 
works, hymnodists, and sermonizers, and these categories pertain only 
to the eminent. In the Theravāda cultures of Sri Lanka and Southeast 
Asia, there has been a long tradition of dividing monastic practice into 
two categories: the vocation of texts and the vocation of meditation. In 
commentaries dating from as early as the fifth century, a preference was 
expressed for the former. Able monks were expected to devote them-
selves to study, with meditation regarded as the vocation of those who 
were somehow less able, especially men who were ordained late in life. 
And there are major forms of Buddhism, most notably the Pure Land 
traditions, in which the practice of meditation does not play a central 
role at any stage of the path, except perhaps at an early stage, where the 
conviction that meditation is futile might lead to the wish for birth in 
Amitābha Buddha’s pure land.

And for those Buddhists who have practiced meditation over the cen-
turies, there have been a vast array of forms, beyond the Zen medita-
tion and mindfulness that are best known in the West. One reason for 
opening this chapter with a tantric visualization was to give the reader 
some sense of how complicated, and baroque, meditation practice can be. 
Vajrayoginī meditation is performed in all sects of Tibetan Buddhism, 
where the stage of generation and the stage of completion are deemed 
essential to attain buddhahood. The description provided above was in 
fact minimal, omitting, for example, the names, the colors, the postures, 
and the accoutrements of the thirty-two goddesses who stand in a circle 
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at the edge of the moon disc, each of which the meditator must be able 
to visualize in precise detail. None of the symbolism of the deities and 
the ma.n.dala was described. Nor was the deeper purpose of the practice 
explained. Gendun Chopel, one of the two Tibetans from chapter 3, de-
scribed the purpose of that practice in a controversial essay on Buddhist 
thought published in 1952: “Thus, in general, in the Mahāyāna and also, 
especially, in all of the Vajrayāna, from the point at which it is suitable 
to view the lama as a buddha through to meditating on yourself as Vajra
dhara and believing that you have a fully established body ma.n.dala—
these are only for the purpose of turning this present valid knowledge 
upside down.”5 Tantric meditation is practiced daily by the Dalai Lama.

Even for vipassana, the “mindfulness” practice widely studied by cog-
nitive scientists, the goal is something far beyond anything easily meas-
ured on an fMRI. In the text that is the locus classicus for the practice of 
mindfulness (and hence for the modern vipassana movement), the Bud-
dha declares:

Monks, this is the direct path for the purification of being, for the sur-
mounting of sorrow and lamentation, for the disappearance of pain and 
grief, for the attainment of the true way, for the realization of Nibbāna—
namely, the four foundations of mindfulness. . . . If anyone should develop 
these four foundations of mindfulness in such a way for seven days, one 
of two fruits could be expected for him: either final knowledge here and 
now, or if there is a trace of clinging left, non-return [to rebirth in the 
Realm of Desire].6

Research on meditation in the realm of cognitive science has taken 
two major forms. In the first, scientists seek to evaluate the efficacy (vari-
ously defined) of a limited number of types of meditation. Here, despite 
previous research on Transcendental Meditation (TM), the recent fo-
cus of neurological investigation has been on “Buddhist meditation.” Yet 
most forms of meditation being studied are not the elaborate visualiza-
tions described earlier but practices that, from the Buddhist perspective, 
are shared by non-Buddhist traditions and that result in deep states of 
concentration leading to heavenly rebirth—but do not, in and of them-
selves, lead to nirvā .na. Some researchers have explained that Buddhism 
has been selected because its traditions of meditation are more devel-
oped than those of other religions.7 However, more salient factors would 
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seem to include the religious predilections of the researchers involved 
and the undeniable charisma of the Dalai Lama. Thus, regarding the 
phrase “Buddhist meditation,” one might ask: what constitutes a partic-
ular practice as “Buddhist,” as distinct from an element of a larger yogic 
tradition found in a wide range of traditions, including Hinduism, Jain-
ism, Sikhism, and Sufism, or contemplative practice in Daoism, Judaism, 
or Christianity? The effects of meditation on neurological function are 
clearly a promising arena for research. However, the focus on Buddhism 
for this research appears as yet another manifestation of the West’s fas-
cination with Buddhism—ever ancient, ever modern—as the most ap-
propriate partner of Science.

The second form of neurological research involves using highly trained 
meditators as informants in the laboratory, interviewing them about 
their experiences, experiences that can also be measured using brain im-
aging. Here scientists are exploring possible correlations between first-
person experience and more standard scientific data. Again, this arena of 
research holds great promise. But it raises important issues about trans-
lation: cross-linguistic (few master meditators speak fluent English), 
cross-cultural (in the Tibetan tradition, it is considered inappropriate 
to speak of one’s meditative experiences, except with one’s teacher), and 
cross-disciplinary (the monastery and the laboratory occupy quite dif-
ferent worlds). An advanced practitioner of Buddhist meditation would 
describe his or her experiences in the often highly technical vocabulary 
of Buddhist doctrine. How, then, are correlations to be made? Further-
more, this form of research is predicated on the assumption—one that 
has long lain at the heart of many of the claims concerning Buddhism 
and Science—that Buddhist doctrine is the product of Buddhist insight, 
that the chief constituents of Buddhist philosophy are the articulations 
of someone’s (usually the Buddha’s) experience in meditation.8 However, 
it can be equally argued that it is not meditation that produced doctrine 
but doctrine that produces meditation. These are some of the issues that 
might be addressed as research on Buddhist meditation proceeds.
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CONCLUSION

Measuring the Aura

In the end, how should we understand the pairing of Buddhism and Sci-
ence? Many forms of Buddhism speak of the decline of the dharma, the 
process whereby Buddhism slowly disappears in the centuries after the  
Buddha’s passage into nirvān·a. There are numerous prophecies in  
the Buddhist scriptures about how long his dharma will last, with the 
period of the duration ranging from as short as 500 years to as long as 
12,000 years, with the figures of 700, 1,000, 1,500, 2,000, 2,500, and 5,000 
years also found.1 In the Manorathapūran· ī (The Fulfillment of Wishes) 
by the great fifth-century Theravāda scholar Buddhaghosa, a chronol-
ogy of 5,000 years is provided, in which the dharma gradually disappears 
over five periods of one thousand years each. During the first millen-
nium after the passing of the Buddha, there will be a disappearance of 
the attainments, at the end of which no disciple will have the capacity 
to attain the initial and lowest of the ranks of the enlightened, called 
“stream-enterer.” During the second millennium, there will be a disap-
pearance of the method, at the end of which no disciple will be able to 
attain meditative states or maintain the precepts. During the third mil-
lennium, there will be a disappearance of learning, at the end of which all 
books of the canon will be lost. During the fourth millennium, there will 
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be a disappearance of the signs of monastic life, at the end of which all 
monks will stop wearing saffron robes and will return to lay life. During 
the fifth and final millennium, there will be a disappearance of the rel-
ics, at the end of which the relics of the Buddha will reassemble and, af-
ter being worshipped by the gods, will burst into flame. If the practice of 
the four foundations of mindfulness is reduced to stress reduction2 and 
the visualization of Vajrayoginī is understood as a technique for raising 
one’s body temperature, where do we stand in the process of the disap-
pearance of the dharma?

To ask such a question is to imply that change is loss. When change is 
uncontrollable, it has long been regarded in Buddhism as a form of suf-
fering. Yet Buddhism has undergone remarkable changes over its his-
tory, up to the present. And in the face of change, Buddhist thinkers 
have struggled to control the meaning of the term Buddhism (and its of-
ten rough equivalents in Asian languages) and the meaning of the term 
Buddhist. As proponents of Buddhism have continued over the decades 
to expand what is encompassed by the term in order to accommodate 
various forms of science, it is perhaps useful at this point to pause briefly 
to consider the question of what makes a person, or an idea, “Buddhist.”

A Buddhist is traditionally defined as a person who regards the three 
jewels—the Buddha, the dharma, and the san·gha—as the true source 
of refuge from the sufferings of the world. The Buddha, the dharma, 
and the san·gha (generally translated as “community”) are called jewels 
because they are difficult to encounter, and if encountered are of great 
value. But there are detailed commentaries on what constitutes each of 
the three jewels, with a range of opinion set forth concerning each of 
them.

A doctrine or assertion (in contrast to a person) is defined as Buddhist 
if it is marked by, that is, consistent with, what are known as the four 
seals: (1) that all products are impermanent, (2) that all contaminated 
things are miserable, (3) that all phenomena are empty and selfless, and 
(4) that nirvān· a is peace. But these criteria are composed of the technical 
terms of Buddhist philosophy, each of which is again subject to consid-
erable commentary, even among the Indian schools of Buddhist thought 
that flourished before Buddhism spread across Asia. And since being in-
troduced to the West, the question of the meaning of the last element 
in the list, nirvān· a, has generated long and often contentious comment. 
On the one hand, it has been labeled “annihilation,” in light of standard 
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Buddhist views that nirvān· a is the cessation of mind and body. On the 
other, it has been seen as simply an exalted state of mind. As we read in 
an essay of 1885, “But here not even Gotama Buddha has expressed the 
aspiration so plainly and nobly as a modern idealist. George Eliot’s hope 
to live ‘in thoughts sublime that pierce the night like stars, and with their 
mild persistence urge man’s search to vaster issues,’ is the most perfect, as 
it is the most poetical, description of Nirvana.”3

As the Buddhist tradition developed in India after the Buddha’s 
death, new doctrines inevitably arose, and means had to be found to deal 
with them. One of the more famous of these is the so-called four great 
authorities (mahāpadeśa), a test for determining whether the words that 
a monk reports to have heard from one of four sources of authority are 
the teaching of the Buddha. The four are the words of (1) the Buddha, 
(2) a community (san·gha) of elders, (3) a smaller group of learned elders, 
and (4) a single learned monk. It is explained that when a monk claims to 
have heard a teaching directly from one of these four sources, the com-
munity of monks should determine whether it is the word of the Bud-
dha by seeing whether it (1) accords with the recognized teachings of the 
Buddha (the sūtras) and (2) is in agreement with the monastic code (the 
vinaya). If it passes this test, it is to be accepted; if it does not, it is to be 
rejected.4 This method appears to be the product of a community simul-
taneously lamenting the loss of teachings already forgotten and hence 
seeking to discover and preserve whatever might still be remembered by 
someone, while being wary of the introduction of innovation.

But innovation inevitably occurred, and techniques were developed to 
accommodate it. One of these was the division of scriptures into the de-
finitive (nītārtha) and the provisional (neyārtha), encountered briefly in 
chapter 1. Although again variously interpreted, the pair was often used 
to distinguish those things that the Buddha said which he also believed 
from those things that he said in deference to the limited understand-
ing of his audience.5 This strategy would seem to encourage rather than 
discourage innovation, for it allowed an old teaching, once regarded as 
authoritative, to be superseded without being rejected. Indeed, noth-
ing could be rejected, because all was the word of the enlightened Bud-
dha. The Polish scholar Stanislaw Schayer (1899–1941), noting that a text 
judged definitive by one Buddhist school was classified as provisional by 
another, speculated that “the distinction between nītārtha and neyārtha 
used by Buddhist exegetes is a merely clerical stratagem and that all the 
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texts preserved in Buddhist records originally possessed only one direct 
and literal meaning.”6

Innovation recurred with the rise of Buddhist tantra, when all man-
ner of sex and violence was attributed to the buddhas and bodhisattvas; 
some of that imagery appears in the meditation practice described at the 
beginning of the previous chapter. When such texts were first read by Eu-
ropean orientalists, they were horrified. Only later did they read the com-
mentaries, where the sex and the violence are often declared “symbolic.”

With the rise of Buddhist modernism in the twentieth century, a new 
group of texts was added to the canon, texts by D. T. Suzuki, Alan Watts, 
and Fritjof Capra, works that both generated interest in Buddhism and 
defined it, providing yet another standard by which that which came 
before becomes “provisional.” Such authors might be dismissed as am-
ateurs in some quarters. But the situation becomes more complicated 
when a figure who speaks with traditional authority for a significant seg-
ment of the Buddhist world, a figure such as the Dalai Lama, propounds 
the modernist view of Buddhism and Science (at least in his English-
language teachings), in a sense canonizing it.

The history of science is often represented as a process of replacement, 
as a new model, often incommensurable with what had been accepted 
previously, displaces its predecessor. The old models remain, but only as 
moments in the history of science. Thus, the heliocentric universe of Co-
pernicus replaced the geocentric universe of Ptolemy; Lavoisier’s theory 
of chemical reaction replaced alchemical transmutation; the theory of 
evolution replaced biblical creationism; quantum mechanics replaced (or 
at least required the revision of ) Newtonian mechanics.

Buddhism, without a synod or a pope to declare what is orthodox and 
what is heterodox, became a tradition in which nothing is discarded, al-
though something may be forgotten. New texts continued to be added, 
each claiming to be the word of the Buddha, with what was once de-
finitive now being deemed provisional. All accretions were somehow 
accommodated. Yet the origins remain sufficiently occluded to make it 
possible to ask: is there only accretion?

Long ago, in ancient India, an innocuous statement carved in stone at 
the order of the emperor Aśoka in the third century BCE was reversed. 
Aśoka had proclaimed, “All that the blessed Buddha has spoken is well 
spoken.” We find in a later sūtra, “All which is well-spoken, Maitreya, is 
spoken by the Buddha.” This reversal would seem to remove all restrictions 



Measuring the Aura  215

on admission to the category of the word of the Buddha. But the sūtra, 
perhaps not surprisingly, glosses the term, and qualifies what it means to 
be “well-spoken” (subhās·ita). It should be known to be the word of the 
Buddha if it is meaningful and not meaningless; if it is principled and not 
unprincipled; if it brings about the extinction of the afflictions of desire, 
hatred, and ignorance, and not their increase; and if it sets forth the quali-
ties and benefits of nirvān· a and not the qualities and benefits of sa  .msāra.

The Buddha, out of his boundless compassion and omniscient wis-
dom, is said to teach what is most appropriate for each person. It is this 
infinite adaptability that provides the rationale for the proliferation of 
doctrine in the Buddha’s name while continuing to claim a single and 
unchanging truth (variously identified across time and tradition). This 
apparent contradiction—and any contradiction is only apparent, since 
the Buddha must always be without contradiction—between multiple 
messages and a single truth is powerfully encapsulated in a common de-
scription of the Buddha’s pedagogical powers. It is said that when the 
Buddha preached the dharma, each person in the audience heard a dif-
ferent discourse, perfectly suited to his or her intellect and interests, in 
his or her own native tongue, and felt that the Buddha was speaking to 
them alone. In fact, it is said, despite the length of the sermon that each 
person heard, the Buddha only uttered the syllable a, the first letter of the 
Sanskrit alphabet, and hence the source from which all language ema-
nates. Each person heard what they wanted, or at least needed, to hear.

Buddhism thus appears as a tradition that is endlessly adaptable, with 
each added text, even those that have appeared in the modern period, 
seeming to have emerged somehow from the Buddha’s monosyllabic 
pronouncement. Such a view would see each text as a contingent and 
mediated form of the Buddha’s inexpressible enlightenment, adapted 
for the appropriate time and place. By these criteria, the question would 
thus seem to be: Is science subhās·ita, well-spoken? And if it is, what is 
rendered provisional thereby? Or put another way: is there anything that 
is not contained in the Buddha’s capacious consciousness, a conscious-
ness described as at once all-knowing and unknowable?

•  •  •

Over the history of the Buddhism and Science discourse, Buddhism has 
been identified in a variety of ways. Yet it has generally been the case 
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that, regardless of the differences among the various Buddhisms that 
have been paired with various Sciences, they share a rather spare ra-
tionality, with the vast imaginaire of Buddhism largely absent; each is a 
Buddhism extracted from the Buddhist universe, a universe dense with 
deities.

In this book, I have attempted to describe some of the things that 
have been Buddhism over the centuries, things that do not fit so eas-
ily into the pairing with Science. As someone who has long sought to 
understand what Buddhism has been, it may seem that I am claiming 
the authority to pronounce what Buddhism should be, and what it can-
not be. That has not been my purpose here. It may seem that I am af-
flicted with a certain nostalgia, trying somehow to keep Buddhism from 
changing, attempting to remythologize the demythologized. But this is 
impossible. My aim instead has been to document some of the ways that 
Buddhism has been represented as compatible with Science over the 
past 150 years. And my assumption is that this history will give pause to 
anyone who might have thought that Buddhism is modern, au courant, 
up-to-date with the latest scientific discoveries. In fact it has been, for far 
more than a century. It is my claim that to see Buddhism as ever mod-
ern comes at a cost, a price that many may consider well worth paying. 
But before paying that price, it is perhaps useful to recall those elements 
of Buddhism that are so starkly premodern, and to ask what is at stake 
in their loss. I chose to begin the previous chapter with a description of 
an important tantric meditation, in part because it contains elements 
that are so common throughout Buddhist thought and practice: invoca-
tion, incantation, visualization of the fantastic, and the sheer tedium of 
the text. By doing so, I seek to suggest to those who would reduce Bud-
dhism to a philosophy or a science that these apparently exotic elements 
are essential to what Buddhism has been, and is. This is not to suggest 
that Buddhism has an essence, as so many apologists for Buddhism and 
Science have sought to identify. At the same time, those who would ac-
count for the adaptability of Buddhism by recourse to some facile claim 
that Buddhism has always been antiessentialist run the risk of allowing 
Buddhism to be everything, and nothing. It is neither. Perhaps the ques-
tions I have asked are meant merely to forestall further diminishing of 
the dimensions of the Buddha’s aura, to keep the Buddha from becom-
ing just a nice person.
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But the Buddha should have the last word. In the Great Discourse on  
the Lion’s Roar (Mahāsīhanāda Sutta), a famous text from the Pāli canon, 
the oldest collection of texts and, according to many, the collection that 
best represents his teachings, the Buddha declares, “Should anyone say 
of me: ‘The recluse Gotama does not have any superhuman states, any 
distinction in knowledge and vision worthy of the noble ones. The re
cluse Gotama teaches a Dhamma [merely] hammered out by reasoning, 
following his own line of inquiry as it occurs to him’—unless he aban-
dons that assertion and that state of mind and relinquishes that view, 
then as [surely as if he has been] carried off and put there, he will wind 
up in hell.”7
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earth to be in an incandescent state, they spoke of the formation of each 
earth as having occupied successive periods of incalculable duration, 	
they strongly intimated that we are walking on catacombs of dead generations, 
that we subsist on a world resting on worlds vanished.

	 2	 �Eitel describes the formation of the Buddhist universe at ibid., pp. 42–44 and 
47–49. The locus classicus for this description in Buddhist literature is the 
Abhidharmakośa (Treasury of Knowledge) by the fourth-century Indian scholar 

Notes to pages x-xi  219
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Chapter 1
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240  Notes to pages 107-112



	 5	 �Buddhadasa P. Kirthisinghe, ed., Buddhism and Science, reprint ed. (Delhi: Motilal 
Banarsidass, 1996), p. 4.

	 6	 �Hor khang bsod nams dpal ’bar, ed. Dge ’dun chos ’phel gyi gsung rtsom, 2:68.
	 7	 �Rdo rje rgyal, ’Dzam gling rig pa’i dpa’ bo rdo brag dge ’dun chos ’phel gyi byung ba 

brjod pa bden gtam rna ba’i bcud len (Gansu, China: Kan su’u mi rigs dpe skrung 
khang, 1997), pp. 66–67. Translation is from Gendun Chopel, In the Forest of Faded 
Wisdom: 104 Poems by Gendun Chopel, a Bilingual Edition, ed. and trans. Donald 
S. Lopez Jr. (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, forthcoming). Copyright Ó 
2009 by The University of Chicago. All rights reserved.

	 8	 �Hor khang bsod nams dpal ’bar, Dge ’dun chos ’phel gyi gsung rtsom, 2:156.
	 9	 �Ibid., 2:161.
	 10	 �Ibid., 2:411. Translation is from Chopel, In the Forest of Faded Wisdom. See note 7 

above.
	 11	 �His Holiness the Dalai Lama, The Universe in a Single Atom: The Convergence of 

Science and Spirituality (New York: Morgan Road Books, 2005). Some of the other 
recent works in which the Dalai Lama discusses Buddhism and Science include 
Anne Harrington and Arthur Zajonc, eds., The Dalai Lama at MIT (Cambridge, 
MA: Harvard University Press, 2006); Arthur Zajonc, ed., The New Physics and 
Cosmology: Dialogues with the Dalai Lama (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
2004); Jeremy W. Hayward and Francisco Varela, eds., Gentle Bridges: Conver-
sations with the Dalai Lama on the Sciences of Mind (Boston: Shambhala, 2001); 
Richard J. Davidson and Anne Harrington, eds., Visions of Compassion: Western 
Scientists and Tibetan Buddhists Examine Human Nature (Oxford: Oxford Uni-
versity Press, 2002); and Zara Houshmand, Robert B. Livingston, and B. Alan 
Wallace, eds., Consciousness at the Crossroads: Conversations with the Dalai Lama on 
Brain Science and Buddhism (Ithaca, NY: Snow Lion Publications, 1999).

	 12	 �His Holiness the Dalai Lama, The Universe in a Single Atom, p. 2.
	 13	 �Ibid., pp. 22–23.
	 14	 �Ibid., p. 4.
	 15	 �The Dalai Lama, The Way to Freedom (San Francisco: HarperSanFrancisco, 1994), 	

p. 73.
	 16	 �His Holiness the Dalai Lama, The Universe in a Single Atom, p. 3.
	 17	 �Ibid., p. 50.
	 18	 �Ibid., p. 84.
	 19	 �Ibid., p. 25.
	 20	 �Sam· yutta Nikāya  12.65. Translation (with slight adaptations) from The Connected 

Discourses of the Buddha: A New Translation of the Sam· yutta Nikāya, trans. Bhikkhu 
Bodhi (Boston: Wisdom Publications, 2000), 1:603–4.

	 21	 �Ibid., p. 24.
	 22	 �For a trenchant analysis of the role of the category of experience in Buddhist 

thought and practice, see Robert H. Sharf, “Buddhist Modernism and the Rhetoric 
of Meditative Experience,” Numen 42 (1995): 228–83. Sharf argues that in classical 
Buddhist texts on meditation practice, including Kamalaśīla’s Bhāvanākrama, Bud-
dhaghosa’s Visuddhimagga, Zhiyi’s Mohe zhiguan, and Tsong kha pa’s Lam rim chen mo, 
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the author describes meditative practice and its resultant effects through appeal to 
scripture, and not to the author’s own experience. The rhetoric of experience, he ar-
gues, plays a much more significant role in various forms of Buddhist modernism, 
including the vipassanā movement and certain forms of Zen imported to the West.

In The Universe in a Single Atom, the Dalai Lama writes, “The Buddhist under-
standing of mind is primarily derived from empirical observations grounded in 
the phenomenology of experience, which includes the contemplative techniques 
of meditation” (p. 135). The Dalai Lama thus implies that meditative experience is 
the source of Buddhist epistemology. Some thirty years ago, there was a spirited 
discussion of the relationship between religious doctrine and religious experience. 
In the case of Buddhism, Robert Gimello argued that, “rather than speak of Bud-
dhist doctrines as interpretations of Buddhist mystical experiences, one might 
better speak of Buddhist mystical experiences as deliberately contrived exemplifi-
cations of Buddhist doctrine.” See Robert Gimello, “Mysticism and Meditation,” 
in Mysticism and Philosophical Analysis, ed. Steven Katz (New York: Oxford Uni-
versity Press, 1978), p. 193.

	 23	 �In some of the tantric traditions, however, this is not the case. The Buddha must 
leave his physical body behind under the Bodhi tree and in a mind-made body go 
to the highest heaven, where he receives tantric initiation from the buddhas of the 
ten directions. He then returns to Bodh Gayā and achieves enlightenment. See 
David Snellgrove, Indo-Tibetan Buddhism: Indian Buddhists and Their Tibetan Suc-
cessors (Boston: Shambhala, 1987), 1:119–21.

	 24	 �Henry Clarke Warren, Buddhism in Translations: Passages Selected from the Bud-
dhist Sacred Books and Translated from the Original Pali into English (Cambridge, 
MA: Harvard University Press, 1953), p. 14. For a more modern translation, see N. 
A. Jayawickrama, trans., The Story of Gotama Buddha (  Jātaka-nidāna) (Oxford: 
Pali Text Society, 2002), p. 18.

	 25	 �For examples of some of the interpretive strategies employed in various Buddhist 
traditions, see Donald S. Lopez Jr., ed., Buddhist Hermeneutics (Honolulu: Univer-
sity of Hawai‘i Press, 1988).

	 26	 �For a translation and commentary of a standard Dge lugs textbook on this topic, 
see Lati Rinbochay, Mind in Tibetan Buddhism, trans., ed., and with an introduc-
tion by Elizabeth Napper (Ithaca, NY: Snow Lion Publications, 1980), especially 
pp. 75–82. For a useful discussion of the inference based on scripture and some of 
the problems that attend the category, see Tom J. F. Tillemans, “How Much of a 
Proof Is Scripturally Based Inference?” in his Scripture, Logic, Language: Essays on 
Dharmakīrti and His Tibetan Successors (Boston: Wisdom Publications, 1999), 
pp. 37–51. See also pp. 27–30.

	 27	 �His Holiness the Dalai Lama, The Universe in a Single Atom, p. 28.
	 28	 �In a similar vein, Dharmakīrti states at Pramān· avārttika 1.217, “Because it is certain 

that he possesses the method for that which is to be adopted and discarded, he is 
not deceptive regarding the primary aim. Thus, one can infer [that he is reliable] 
regarding other things.” The phrase “that which is to be adopted and discarded” is 
often interpreted to refer to the four truths, where the truths of suffering and ori-
gin are to be discarded and the truths of cessation and path are to be adopted. Thus, 
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the passage means that because the Buddha is correct about important matters 
such as the four truths (which fall into the category of the hidden and thus can be 
confirmed by reasoning), it can be inferred that he is correct about other things, in-
cluding those that fall into the category of the very hidden. For a useful study of a 
Tibetan text on the authority of the Buddha, see Tom J. F. Tillemans, Persons of Au-
thority (Stuttgart, Germany: Franz Steiner Verlag, 1993).

	 29	 �Tattvasam· graha, śloka 3588. For the Sanskrit, see Embar Krishnamacharya, ed., 
Tattvasan·graha of Śāntaraks· ita with the Commentary of Kamalaśīla (Varanasi, 
India: Bauddha Bharati, 1968), 2:922. This edition also contains Kamalaśīla’s 
Tattvasam· grahapañjikā. For an English translation of both works, see Ganga-
natha Jha, trans., The Tattvasan·graha of Shāntaraks· ita with the Commentary of 
Kamalashīla, 2 vols., reprint of 1938 edition (Delhi: Motilal Banarsidass, 1986).

Since the nineteenth century, the Pāli text most commonly cited in support of 
the empirical approach of Buddhism is the Kālāma Sutta of the An· guttara Nikāya 
(3.65). The relevant passage occurs when the Kālāmas ask the Buddha:

“There are, Lord, some ascetics and Brahmins who come to Kesaputta. 
They explain and elucidate their own doctrines, but disparage, debunk, re-
vile and vilify the doctrines of others. But then some other ascetics and 
Brahmins come to Kesaputta, and they too explain and elucidate their own 
doctrines, but disparage, debunk, revile and vilify the doctrines of others. 
For us, Lord, there is perplexity and doubt as to which of these good ascet-
ics speak truth and which speak falsehood.”

[The Buddha replies:] “It is fitting for you to be perplexed, O Kālāmas, 
it is fitting for you to be in doubt. Doubt has arisen in you about a per-
plexing matter. Come, Kālāmas. Do not go by oral tradition, by lineage of 
teaching, by hearsay, by a collection of scriptures, by logical reasoning, by 
inferential reasoning, by reflection of reasons, by the acceptance of a view 
after pondering it, by the seeming competence of a speaker, or because 
you think, ‘The ascetic is our teacher.’ But when you know for yourselves, 
‘These things are unwholesome, these things are blamable; these things 
are censured by the wise; these things, if taken and practiced, lead to harm 
and suffering,’ then you should abandon them. . . . But when you know for 
yourselves, ‘These things are wholesome, these things are blameless; these 
things are praised by the wise; these things, if undertaken and practiced, 
lead to welfare and happiness,’ then you should engage in them.”

The Buddha then goes on to set forth the virtues of the meditative practice of 
love, compassion, joy, and equanimity. See Nyanaponika Thera and Bhikkhu Bo-
dhi, Numerical Discourses of the Buddha: An Anthology of Suttas from the An·guttara 
Nikāya (Walnut Creek, CA: AltaMira Press, 1999), pp. 65–66.

Alluding to this passage in an address entitled “Message of the Buddha” deliv-
ered at The Town Hall in New York in 1925, Dharmapāla declared, “The scientific 
basis of the Religion that the Buddha taught is made manifest by His approval of the 
scepticism which was visible in the Kalama community who declined to believe the 
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dogmas of religion.” See Ananda Guruge, ed., Return to Righteousness: A Collection 
of Speeches, Essays and Letters of Anagarika Dharmapāla (Ceylon: Government Press, 
1965), p. 30. For thoughtful reconsiderations of this passage in the Kālāma Sutta, see 
Bhikkhu Bodhi, “A Look at the ‘Kalama Sutta,’” BPS [Buddhist Publication Society] 
Newsletter 9 (Spring 1988): cover essay, and Martin Verhoeven, “Western Science, 
Eastern Spirit: Historical Reflections on the East/West Encounter,” Religion East & 
West: Journal of the Institute for World Religions 3 ( June 2003): 46–48.

Typical of more recent declarations of Buddhism’s apparent absence of dog-
matism is, “Buddhism stands ready to revise its beliefs at any moment if they are 
proved to be wrong.” But the author immediately qualifies this bold claim: “Not 
that it has any doubts about the basic truth of its discoveries, nor does it expect 
that the results it has built up over 2,500 years of contemplative science will sud-
denly be invalidated.” See Matthieu Ricard and Trinh Xuan Thuan, The Quantum 
and the Lotus: A Journey to the Frontiers Where Science and Buddhism Meet (New 
York: Three Rivers Press, 2001), p. 3.

	 30	 �Tattvasam· graha 3268–76.
	 31	 �Tattvasam· graha 3322–44.
	 32	 �Tattvasam· graha 3368–69.
	 33	 �Tattvasam· graha 3550–51.
	 34	 �Tattvasam· graha 3586–88. For the Sanskrit, see Krishnamacharya, Tattvasan·graha 

of Śāntaraks·ita, 2:922. For Jha’s translation, see The Tattvasan·graha of Shāntaraks·ita, 
2:1558.

	 35	 �Tattvasam· graha 3606–11.
	 36	 �Tattvasam· graha 3627–29.
	 37	 �His Holiness the Dalai Lama, The Universe in a Single Atom, p. 25.
	 38	 �Thomas W. Rhys Davids, Lectures on the Origin and Growth of Religion as Illus-

trated by Some Points in the History of Indian Buddhism, Hibbert Lectures 1881 
(London: Williams and Norgate, 1881), p. 94. Claims of the compatibility of Bud-
dhism and evolution were common in the Victorian and Edwardian periods. The 
Frankfurter Zeitung reported on April 25, 1890, “In itself Buddhism is a profound 
and all-embracing doctrine, adapted particularly for our time, because it does 
not contradict science, but contains on the contrary, the germs of scientific truths. 
For example, Transformism or Darwinism is involved in Buddhism.” See The Lit-
erary Digest, May 31, 1890, p. 22 (162). We read in a 1905 essay in The Fortnightly 
Review, “The religion of the Buddha is not in conflict with modern science; he an-
ticipated many of its most important conclusions; its primary principle of evolu-
tion is one with his central tenet.” See W. S. Lilly, “The Message of Buddhism to 
the Western World,” The Fortnightly Review, n.s., 78 ( July–December 1905): 213.

	 39	 �Thomas H. Huxley, Evolution and Ethics and Other Essays (London: Macmillan 
and Company, 1894), p. 61.

	 40	 �His Holiness the Dalai Lama, The Universe in a Single Atom, p. 112.
	 41	 �Ibid., p. 131.
	 42	 �Ibid., p. 131.
	 43	 �Ibid., pp. 110, 111. Earlier in the book (on page 12), the Dalai Lama makes a similar 

comment, where he is apparently drawing a parallel between what he calls “scien-
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tific materialism” and Intelligent Design: “The view that all aspects of reality can be 
reduced to matter and its various particles is, to my mind, as much a metaphysical 
position as the view that an organizing intelligence created and controls reality.”

	 44	 �Ibid., p. 13.

Chapter 4

	 1	 �H. Fielding, The Soul of a People (London: Richard Bentley and Son, 1898), p. 22.
	 2	 �Ibid., p. 167.
	 3	 �Ibid., p. 23.
	 4	 �The following is the full list of the “Fundamental Bud·d· histic Beliefs” as they ap-

pear in the appendix to the forty-fourth edition of Olcott’s The Bud· d· hist Catechism 
(with Olcott’s idiosyncratic diacritical marks retained):

i. Bud·d· hists are taught to show the same tolerance, forbearance, and brotherly 
love to all men, without distinction; and an unswerving kindness towards the 
members of the animal kingdom.
II. The universe was evolved, not created; and it functions according to law, not 
according to the caprice of any God.
III. The truths upon which Bud·d· hism is founded are natural. They have, we be-
lieve, been taught in successive kalpas, or world periods, by certain illuminated 
beings called Bud·d· has, the name Bud·d· ha meaning “Enlightened.”
IV. The fourth teacher in the present kalpa was Sākya Muni, or Gaut·ama 
Bud·d· ha, who was born in a royal family in India about 2,500 years ago. He is 
an historical personage and his name was Sid·d· hārt·ha Gaut·ama.
V. Sākya Muni taught that ignorance produces desire, unsatisfied desire is the 
cause of rebirth, and rebirth the cause of sorrow. To get rid of sorrow, there-
fore, it is necessary to escape rebirth; to escape rebirth, it is necessary to extin-
guish desire; and to extinguish desire, it is necessary to destroy ignorance.
VI. Ignorance fosters the belief that rebirth is a necessary thing. When igno-
rance is destroyed the worthlessness of every such rebirth, considered as an 
end in itself, is perceived, as well as the paramount need of adopting a course 
of life by which the necessity for such repeated births can be abolished. Igno-
rance also begets the illusive and illogical idea that there is only one existence 
for man, and the other illusion that this one life is followed by states of un-
changeable pleasure or torment.
VII. The dispersion of all this ignorance can be attained by the persevering 
practice of an all-embracing altruism in conduct, development of intelli-
gence, wisdom in thought, and destruction of desire for the lower personal 
pleasures.
VIII. The desire to live being the cause of rebirth, when that is extinguished 
rebirths cease and the perfected individual attains by meditation that highest 
state of peace called Nirvān· a.
IX. Sakya Muni taught that ignorance can be dispelled and sorrow removed by 
the knowledge of the four Noble Truths, viz:
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1. The miseries of existence;
2. The cause productive of misery which is the desire ever renewed of satis-
fying oneself without being able ever to secure that end;
3. The destruction of that desire, or the estranging of oneself from it;
4. The means of obtaining this destruction of desire. The means which he 
pointed out is called the Noble Eightfold Path, viz: Right Belief; Right 
Thought; Right Speech; Right Action; Right Means of Livelihood; Right 
Exertion; Right Remembrance; Right Meditation.

X. Right Meditation leads to spiritual enlightenment, or the development of 
that Bud·d· ha-like faculty which is latent in every man.
XI. The essence of Bud·d· hism summed up by the Tat·hāgat·hā (Bud·d· ha) him-
self is:

To cease from all sin,
To get virtue,
To purify the heart.

XII. The universe is subject to a natural causation known as “Karma”. The mer-
its and demerits of a being in past existences determine his condition in the 
present one. Each man, therefore, has prepared the causes of the effects which 
he now experiences.
XIII. The obstacles to the attainment of good karma may be removed by the 
observance of the following precepts, which are embraced in the moral code 
of Bud·d· hism, viz: (1) Kill not; (2) Steal not; (3) Indulge in no forbidden sexual 
pleasure; (4) Lie not; (5) Take no intoxication or stupefying drug or liquor. 
Five other precepts, which need not here be enumerated should be observed 
by those who would attain, more quickly than the average layman, the release 
from misery and rebirth.
XIV. Bud·d· hism discourages superstitious credulity. Gaut·ama Bud·d· ha taught it 
to be the duty of a parent to have his child educated in science and literature. 
He also taught that no one should believe what is spoken by any sage, written 
in any book, or affirmed by a tradition, unless it accord with reason.

See Henry S. Olcott, The Buddhist Catechism, 44th ed. (Adyar, India: Theosophical 
Publishing House, 1915), pp. 92–95.

This was not the only attempt to capture the fundamentals of Buddhism in 
the form of a list. In 1890 the Jōdo Shinshū Buddhist priest and scholar Mu-
rakami Senshō (1851–1929) presented a list of the “Ten Features Pervading 	
Buddhist Teachings” in a work entitled Bukkyō ikkan ron (The Consistency of  
Buddhism).

1. The totality of existing entities (ban’yū) is boundless and limitless, both hori-
zontally (the spatial dimension) and vertically (the temporal dimension).

246  Notes to page 156



2. The totality of phenomena (banshō) includes three major laws: causality, im-
permanence, and egolessness.
3. The essence (hontai) of the totality of existing entities is unborn, undying, it 
does not increase nor decrease, it is equal (byōdō) and without differentiation.
4. There are two major approaches in Buddhist philosophy: the model of de-
pendent origination (engiron) and that of the real state ( jissōron).
5. The model of dependent origination in the Buddhist teachings is spatial and 
not temporal.
6. The model of dependent origination in the Buddhist teachings is subjective 
and not objective.
7. Buddhist teachings consider the three aspects of ethical conduct, contem-
plation, and wisdom as the basis for engaging in practice.
8. Buddhist teachings require that one abandon all deluding attachments and 
break away from all defilements.
9. Buddhist teachings consider leaving the deluded state and reaching the 
awakened state as the goal.
10. There are two major approaches for reaching the awakened state, arduous 
practice (nangyō) and easy practice (igyō).

See Michel Mohr, “Murakami Senshō: In Search for the Fundamental Unity of 
Buddhism,” The Eastern Buddhist 37, nos. 1 and 2 (2006): 10–11.

	 5	 �Henry Steel Olcott, Old Diary Leaves: The Only Authentic History of the Theo-
sophical Society, 3rd ser. (1887–92), 2nd ed. (Adyar, India: Theosophical Publishing 
House, 1931), pp. 62–64. Olcott provides a briefer version of exchange in the previ-
ous volume of Old Diary Leaves:

“You have done nobly,” he [Müller] said, “in helping so much to revive the 
love for Sanskrit, and the Orientalists have watched the development of 
your Society with the greatest interest from the commencement. But why 
will you spoil all this good reputation by pandering to the superstitious fan-
cies of the Hindus, by telling them that there is an esoteric meaning in their 
Shastras? I know the language perfectly, and I assure you there is no such 
thing as a Secret Doctrine in it.” In reply, I simply told the Professor that 
every unspoilt (i.e., unwesternized) Pandit throughout all India believed, as 
we did, in the existence of this hidden meaning; and that, as for the Siddhis, 
I personally knew men who possessed them and whom I had seen exhibit 
their powers. “Well, then,” said my erudite host, “let us change the subject.”

See Henry Steel Olcott, Old Diary Leaves: The Only Authentic History of the Theo-
sophical Society, 3rd ser. (1883–87), 2nd ed. (Adyar, India: Theosophical Publishing 
House, 1929), p. 177.

	 6	 �The Life and Letters of the Right Honourable Friedrich Max Müller Edited by His 
Wife, 2 vols. (London: Longmans, Green, and Co., 1902), 2:234.

	 7	 �See The Book of Ser Marco Polo the Venetian Concerning the Kingdoms and Marvels 
of the East, 2 vols., trans. and ed. Sir Henry Yule, 3rd ed., revised by Henri Cordier 
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(New York: AMS, 1986), reprint of 1926 London edition, 2:316–17. See also the ex-
tensive notes of Yule and Cordier, pp. 320–30.

	 8	 �Ibid., p. 318.
	 9	 �Denis Diderot and Jean d’Alembert, Encyclopédie, ou Dictionnaire raisonné des sci-

ences, des métiers et des arts (Paris, 1765), s.v. “Siaka.”
	 10	 �Max Müller, Chips from a German Workshop, vol. 1, Essays on the Science of Religion, 

reprint (Chico, CA: Scholars Press, 1985), pp. 196–97.
	 11	 �“Sur quelques épithètes descriptives de Bouddha qui font voir que Bouddha 

n’appartenait pas à la race nègre,” in Jean-Pierre Abel-Rémusat, Mélanges Asia-
tiques (Paris: Librarie Orientale de Dondey-Dupré Père et Fils, 1825), 1:100–128.

	 12	 �William Erskine, “Account of the Cave-Temple of Elephanta with a Plan of the 
Drawings of the Principal Figures,” Transactions of the Literary Society of Bombay 
(1819), 1:201, 202.

	 13	 �See Philip Almond, The British Discovery of Buddhism (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1988), pp. 29–30.

	 14	 �Brian Houghton Hodgson, “Quotations from Original Sanskrit Authorities in 
proof and illustration of the preceding article,” Journal of the Asiatic Society of Ben-
gal 5 (1836): 67–68. Writing in 1844, Eugène Burnouf offered a similar view:

The distinctive character of Buddhism appears here, a doctrine where 
moral practice dominates, and which is distinguished in this way from 
Brahmanism, where philosophical speculation on the one hand, and my-
thology on the other, certainly occupy a greater place. In that as well, Bud-
dhism testifies clearly to its posteriority to Brahmanism. If moral systems 
indeed are only born following ontological systems, which is established in 
the most definitive manner by the history of Greek philosophy, then Bud-
dhism must necessarily, and if one can express oneself in this way, geneti-
cally be posterior to Brahmanism. Certainly the elements of Brahmanical 
science are not exclusively ontological, and the study of moral man already 
appears there, but speculative research is nonetheless the dominant princi-
ple that gives a uniform direction to the whole of Brahmanism.

Eugène Burnouf, Introduction à l ’histoire du Buddhisme indien (Paris: Imprimerie 
Royale, 1844), pp. 335–36. This and all subsequent translations from Burnouf are 
from Eugène Burnouf, Introduction to the History of Indian Buddhism, trans. Katia 
Buffetrille and Donald S. Lopez Jr. (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, forth-
coming). Copyright ã 2009 by The University of Chicago. All rights reserved.

	 15	 �Brian H. Hodgson, “Sketch of Buddhism, derived from Bauddha Scriptures of 
Nipál,” Transactions of the Royal Asiatic Society of Great Britain and Ireland (1830), 
2:222–23.

	 16	 �Brian H. Hodgson, “Notice of the Languages, Literature, and Religion of Nepál 
and Tibet,” Asiatic Researches 16 (1828).

	 17	 �For a more detailed examination of Hodgson’s contributions to Buddhist studies, 
see, as the title suggests, Donald S. Lopez Jr., “The Ambivalent Exegete: Hodg-
son’s Contributions to Buddhist Studies,” in The Origins of Himalayan Studies: 
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Brian Houghton Hodgson in Kathmandu and Darjeeling, 1820 to 1858, ed. David Wa-
terhouse (London: Routledge Curzon, 2004), pp. 49–76.

	 18	 �Upon receiving the Tibetan canon that Hodgson dispatched to Calcutta, Henry 
Thoby Prinsep wrote to him in a letter dated August 6, 1835, “This is indeed glori-
ous and will redound to your immortal fame. I have told Csoma [de Körös] that 
he must on no account run away until he has read the whole of the Stangyur and 
made known its contents.” The letter is preserved in Hodgson’s “autograph book” 
at the Royal Asiatic Society in London.

	 19	 �Eduard Roer, review of Introduction à l ’histoire du Buddhisme indien, by Eugène 
Burnouf, Journal of the Asiatic Society of Bengal 14, no. 2 (1845): 783.

	 20	 �Burnouf, Introduction, p. 11.
	 21	 �Ibid., p. 31.
	 22	 �In 1844 Thoreau published “The Preaching of the Buddha” in Emerson’s Transcen-

dentalist journal The Dial. It included a translation from the French by Elizabeth 
Palmer Peabody of a chapter from the Lotus Sūtra, drawn from two articles pub-
lished by Burnouf in the previous year. The translation itself is often mistakenly 
attributed to Thoreau. See Roger C. Mueller, “A Significant Buddhist Translation 
by Thoreau,” The Thoreau Society Bulletin (Winter 1977): 1–2.

	 23	 �Schopenhauer purchased the book the year after it was published. He cited it in 
the second edition of The World as Will and Representation and recommended it in 
his On the Will in Nature.
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pp. 31–61.
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Müller’s rejoinder) were reprinted in F. Max Müller, Last Essays, Second Series: Es-
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eight years before Müller’s, see Frederika MacDonald, “Buddhism and Mock 
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